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PREFACE 
Few novelists, however persuasive their critical pro-
nouncements, have actually succeeded in reconciling practice 
with theory. The criticism by Elizabeth Bowen is, if not 
unique, at least remarkable as an aesthetic of fiction which 
offers numerous and rewarding insights into her aims and 
methods. In the course of her eight novels, she has produced 
a modest body of critical theory which reveals a close 
relationship between artistic intention and execution. That 
she does not always practice as a novelist what she preaches 
as an essayist is hardly surprising--what novelist has? At 
times she even succumbs to rationalizing chance of intuition 
as conscious artistry. But again, what novelist has not? The 
crux of the matter is a healthy awareness of the practical 
problems of her craft, a clear-eyed analysis of her own work, 
and a consistent vision of objectives. 
In examining Miss Bowen's narrative method, I have made 
frequent use of her essay "Notes on Writing a Novel," an 
arresting work which combines the functions of a technical 
manual, a creed, and a literary apologia. Though this essay 
is without doubt the central document in Miss Bowen's extensive 
criticism, its validity may be questioned by literal minds who 
ii 
have encountered her recent modest disclaimers. In a published 
exchange of letters with Graham Greene and V. s. Pritchett she 
remarks, "All my own discoveries about life have been capricious 
and inadvertent. I should hesitate to lay down the:· law about 
anything." She e:xtends this modesty even to the aesthetics of 
fiction when she says, in a preface to The Last September, "It 
is a mistake to think of The Novel in the abstract, to be 
~nduly weighed upon by its 'musts' and 'oughts,' or to seek the 
support of any framework of rules." 
Yet if we are to accept·such statements as a formal 
retraction of those literary theories7-so long and so fastid-
iously expressed on lecture platforms and radio broadcasts, in 
essays, articles, prefaces, and reviews;-! believe that we 
should take her too literally. We can share her impatience 
with pressures which have forced her to mount pulpits and 
platforms. We can sympathize.; too, with her distrust of the 
public's feverish demand for "journalism" about artistry 
(symptoms, she b~lieves, of "disordered values and fallacious 
hopes"). Perhaps a growing novelist_must, by necessity, weary 
of his own precepts, especially the dissemination of them. 
Nevertheless, I have taken the view that Miss Bowen's modest 
disclaimers aa an authority cannot lessen the value of her past 
criticism. "There has never been a genuine success, 11 wrote 
iii 
Henry James, "that has not had a latent core of conviction. 11 
It is precisely to the core of Miss Bowen's literary aesthetic 
that 11Notes on Writing a Novel" leads us. 
Acknowledgment is due Jonathan Cape for permission to quote 
extensively from The Hotel and Friends and Relations; in all 
other instances I have drawn on the American editions of Miss 
Bowen's works through the courtesy of Alfred A. Knopf. To 
Professors Ge~ald Brace and Robert Sproat of the Boston Univer-
sity Graduate School I am indebted for numerous suggestions 
regarding style, clarity, and general presentation. Miss 
Elizabeth Bowen herself first encouraged me in this under-
taking one summer at Oxford, and later in Boston; naturally, 
she is to be absolved of any complicity in my methods and 
conclusions. Last of all, I am grateful to my wife, Inga 
Haugaard Hanna, for standing by during the several crises, 
great and small, attending this effort. 
iv 
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
"She is, above all, a highly conscious and deliberate 
artist; nothing in her work is left to chance, none df her 
effects is unpremeditated." So Jocelyn Brooke wrote in a 
brief but sensitive appreciation of the novelist Elizabeth 
1 
Bowen. Yet, although most of Miss Bowen's critics would 
concur with this judgment, very little has been written about 
her technique. Curiously enough, general recognition of her 
formal subtlety and closely calculated relevance has prompted 
little investigation of her works as organized and unified 
wholes. Thus, we have a literary situation in which a 
novelist with considerable prestige both in Britain·and America 
has not yet been the subject of close critical appraisal. 
Indeed, it is only in the last decade that her position 
as a novelist has begun to be made clear. In 1949 Elizabeth 
Hardwicke wrote: "Nothing is more difficult to track down that 
Elizabeth Bowen's true reputation •••• Just where she belongs 
1Elizabeth Bowen (London: Longmans, Green, 1952), p. 29. 
I cannot say. Readable, gifted, the very equanimity of her 
2 
work makes criticism difficult. 11 In 1955 another critic, 
2 
having reviewed all the available Bowen commentary, complained 
3 
that only Jocelyn Brooke's study was really "useful." A year 
later Barbara Seward declared that with the recent appearance 
of her eighth novel, A World of Love, Miss Bowen had "renewed 
her claim to serious critical attention." Miss Seward added, 
however, that "to date she has been given little such attention, 
4 
although she is recognized as one of our foremost writers." 
The general tone of these comments is one of excitement over 
a belated discovery •. 
Significant studies of Elizabeth Bowen's fiction belong 
preponderantly to the period 1949-1956, which spans the 
appearance of her two latest novels. Almost without exception 
these studies have been thematic; critics have seldom adopted 
toward Miss Bowen's novels the method of close formalistic 
analysis justified not so much by her critical theories as 
by the complexity and organic unity of the novels themselves. 
211Elizabeth Bowen 1 s Fiction," Partisan Review, November, 
1949, pp. 1118, il20. 
3 Bruce Harkness, "The Fiction of Elizabeth Bowen," 
English Journal, December, 1955, 507 U· 
411E1izabeth Bowen's World of Impoverished Love," 
College English, October, 1956, p. 30. 
3 
Nevertheless, Edward Sackville-West suggestively compared her 
narrative to the sonata form; both were composed, he wrote, 
"around a unit clearly understood from the beginning," the 
5 
controlling principle of which was "temperament." In a sense 
Sackville-West was the first to show any interest in Miss Bowen's 
narrative technique as a subject for closer analysis. He 
illustrated, for example, her visual preoccupations, her use 
of light and darkness, and her. projection of mood in externals. 
Unfortunately, his remarks were brief and introductory. 
Thereafter, critics turned increasingly to the question 
of Miss Bowen's craftsmanship. 11Abstract descriptions," David 
Daiches wrote in 1949, "are given a specific quality and a 
precise emotional meaning through the apt account of the 
6 
environment with which they are surrounded .. '.' He attested 
to the "delicacy, complexity, and richness" of the novels, but 
considered futile any attempts to convey these qualities or the 
artistic process they involved. Mr. Daiches' other connnents 
on technique were equally casual ·and sketchy. Edward Sackville-
West had hastily contrasted Miss Bowen's use of scene and Ivy 
5rnclinations (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1950), p. 79. 
6 
"The Novels of Elizabeth Bowen," English Journal, June, 
1949, p. 312. 
4 
Compton-Burnett's scenelessness; similarly, Mr. Daiches con-
trasted Virginia Woolf's use of subjectivity with Miss Bowen's 
authorial omniscience. That same year Elizabeth Hardwicke 
condemned Miss Bowen's social values as narrow and patrician. 
Though the essay was marred by the argumentative fallacy of 
rejecting Miss Bowen on ideological grounds, it relented enough 
7 
to describe her style as "extraordinarily fluent and diverting." 
Three articles written before Jocelyn Brooke's important 
' 
survey deserve mention here. R. A. Scott-James wrote impres-
sionistically of The Heat of the Day, "Elizabeth Bowen in some 
earlier age might have been a lyrical poet or, if she had been 
writing prose a hundred years ago, it might have been in the 
manner of Emily Bronte." But Flaubert's influence, he added, 
had made that "quite impossible. 11 Passion with Elizabeth 
Bowen "would have to be modified by rarefication, feelings 
by subtle analysis; impulse to frankness would be subdued 
8 
under the restraints of art." Such airy generalizations 
7
aardwicke, p. 1114. A lack of sympathy for Miss Bowen's 
subject matter has impaired the judgment of other critics. 
See, for example, Benedict Kiely, Modern Irish Fiction: A 
Critique (Dublin: Golden Eagle_ Books, 1950), pp. 116-137, and 
Orville Prescott, In My Opinion (New York; Bobbs~Meiilll, 1952), 
pp. 100-105. 
8Fifty Years of English Literature (New York: Longmans Green 
& Co., 1956; 1st ed., 1950), pp. 182-183. 
'defied argument. That same year Lotus Snow's penetrating 
9 
5 
discussion of the conflict of innocence with experience shed 
further light on Miss Bowen 1 s themes • There were passing 
references to the symbolic function of scene in the novels, 
but Miss Snow's interests lay less in technique than in moral 
and social values. A. s. Collins, on the other hand, noted a 
remarkable unity of effect in the novels and praised their 
author fo+ her power to convey thought and feeling 
simultaneously. ". • • While we know what her characters 
think and feel," he wrote, "we are at the s·ame time alive to 
the reactions of their senses and to the whole atmosphere of 
their being, in sky and landscape, house and garden, clothes 
10 
and meals." 
Such was the state of Bowen criticism when Jocelyn Brooke 
attempted for the first time to examine at closer range the 
structure of the novels, and to deduce a unifying principle 
of composition; plot, character, and scene, he asserted, were 
subordinate to "the· vision of a particular place." Miss Bowen 
was not merely a pictorialist or landscapist, he argued. 
Furthermore, her plots were constructed along the simplest 
9 .. 
"The Uncertain 'I' : A Study of Elizabeth Bowen's Fiction, 11 
Western Humanities Review, Autumn, 1950, p. 304. 
10English Literature of the Twentieth Century (London: 
University Tutorial Press, 1951), p. 259. 
6 
lines. Finally, her characterizations were never ends in 
themselves. But perhaps Brooke's most penetrating comment 
dealt with Miss Bowen's use of "sensibility": he considered it 
misleading. In his opinion she neither "generated" it nor 
"played upon" it. "Sensibility" was, to her, only a means to 
secure certain thematic effects. In short, Brooke questioned 
those critics whose interpretations were limited to matters 
of character and plot. His study, though primarily a survey, 
suggested the possibility of a more intensified formal analysis. 
Since the Brooke commentary, however, progress has been 
made along other than technical lines. Turning to The Last 
September, To The North, and The Heat of the Day, William 
12 
Coles reinterpreted the author's basic social philosophy. 
But again, Coles neglected structure for analysis of themes. 
A year later L. A. 'G. Strong drew attention to Miss Bowen's 
ability "to enlarge the range of hiunan awareness. • • to treat 
13 
each experience as a whole." By merging character with its 
external surroundings, he wrote, Miss Bowen projected a "total" 
experience. Like Brooke, Strong saw in the novels a rigorous 
11Brooke, pp. 8, 18, 22, et passim. 
11 
12
"The Pattern of Responsibility in the Novels of Elizabeth 
Bowen," Harvard Advocate,' December, 1952~, pp. 20-40. (Reprinted 
with minor changes from an undergraduate honors dissertation 
available at Widener Library, Harvard University.) 
13Personal Remarks (London: Liveright, 1953), p. 139. 
7 
subservience of all narrative elements--plot, character, scene, 
dialogue, imagery, and tone--to a single purpose. Y~t he made 
no attempt to demonst+ate his p9int by concrete reference to 
the novels. 
Four other studies are, by their dissimilarity of approach, 
further evidence that Elizabeth Bowen's novels have so far 
commanded a wide range of critical response but have failed to 
elicit the close formalistic attention they deserve. Introductory 
essays;--"appreciations, 11 and general s~rveys--have occasionally 
appeared. In 1955 Bruce Harkness referred to Miss Bowen's "non-
experimental" concern for technique, her sense of "place, 11 and 
her preoccupation with the theme of innocence and worldly 
14 
betray:;tl. The article, which contained lucid summaries of 
the noyels, pointed out the "tightness" of Miss Bowen's 
plotting, and the skill and economy of her characterizations. 
Again, the approach was· introductory, the conclusions tentative; 
Miss Bowen's "concern for technique" was not demonstrated. 
Barbara Seward, on the other hand, avoided the question of 
technique altogether. Convinced that the full significance of 
Miss Bowen's themes had been ignored, she argued that the 
author's sympathy fo~"her idealistic heroines was deliberately 
14 
Harkness, p. 500. 
8 
ironic--that she was, in actuality, "appalled by the romantic's 
15 
inability to meet the crying demands of the world. 11 Except 
for an isolated remark ·(which she did not amplify) to the 
effect that the tragic flaws in Miss Bowen's heroines suggested 
the pattern of classical tragedy, Miss Seward's study was 
narrowly thematic. In the same year E. F. Pendry cited several 
parallels between the atmosphere of the novels--time of day, 
16 
weather, season, landscape--and their plots. Character, he 
said, was presented not only "in a state of tension with other 
characters 11 but also with "the material backgrou~d, whether 
this be weather, landscape, architecture or furniture~'··" As a 
result, wrote Pendry, much of the effect of romantic illusion 
was secured by skillful handling of point of view: the reader 
'found himself ''sharing the uncertainties rather than the 
17 
certainties of the fictional characters themselves." This 
study, incidentally, was the first to compare Miss Bowen's 
theory and practice. 
In a series of Princeton lectures Sean O'Faolain viewed 
15 Seward, p. 30. 
16 The New Feminism in in English Fiction (Tokyo: Kenkyusha 
Ltd., n.d.), p. 133. 
17 Pendry, p. 124. 
9 
the typical Bowenesque heroine as an offshoot of the Twenties 
and of the post-war disintegration of belief. In this critic 1 s 
' 
scale of values Elizabeth Bowen was "a romantic up against the 
despotism of reality," her novels ~'exquisitely composed logs 
of disaster" in which the "pursuit of sensibility" filled the 
writer's emotional void. In avoiding the extremes of both 
malice and indulgence, said O'Faolain, Miss Bowen "exposes the 
18 
brittleness of romance by soliciting it ruthlessly." Although 
the grace and cogency of Mr. O'Faolain's remarks we~e undeniable, 
his interests lay primarily in the realm of social history, 
not in aesthetic form. 
In a recent doctoral dissertation, the first fully 
detailed study of Elizabeth Bowen's place in the literary 
tradition, William Webster Heath has pointed to A World of Love 
as the "culmination" in her art. "The most consciously 
artifical [of her novels ]1' he writes, "it indicates most clearly 
the relationship between artificiality in technique (point of 
view, tone, characterization, scene, symbolism, prose style) and 
Miss Bowen's basic theme: the use of art and illusion to 
19 
reconcile the romantic will to reality." Each o £ the novels, 
181he Vanishing Hero: Studies in the Novelists of the 
Twenties (Boston: Little Brown & Co., 1956), pp. 182, 187-188, 171. 
1911Elizabeth Bowen and the Tradition of the Novel" (unpubl. 
Ph.D. dissertation, Dept. of English, University of Wisconsin, 
1956), p. 452. 
10 
Heath argues 1 presents a distorted view of reality in which 
both reader and heroine share; thus, Miss Bowen uses illusion 
20 
"not to approximate reality but to be set off against reality." 
The romantic heroine who wilfully sets herself against realities--
who counts on fantasy to shield her against inevitable 
disillusionment--is the center of interest in Miss Bowen's 
drama of "wronged sensibility." Since the author herself 
21 
"assumes each novel to be an illusion," since there is a 
22 
"conscious recognition of the novel's basic lie," technique 
serves not only the story-illusion but the theme of illusion 
itself. In this sense, Heath argues, Miss Bowen's technique 
has, through the years, "discovered" its appropriate theme. 
Although Heath's treatment of technique and theme was 
"unitary, 11 it was by no means thorough or conclusive. His 
avowed purpose was to isolate "one manageable literary tradi-
tion [the romantic will] from the unordered mass of past 
23 
literature." Not only was the evidence he cited made to 
fit a narrow and procrustean concept of "the romantic will," 
but his discussion of technique was incidental and unimpressive. 
20 411. Heath, p. 
21 447. Heath, p. 
22 412. Heath, p. 
23 
pre£., vii. Heath, 
11 
The present study, therefore, differs from previous 
efforts both in scope and method. Instead of drastically 
subordinating matters of form and technique, it will concern 
itself primarily with narrative method. To be sur~, strong 
objections have been raised in recent years to critical 
evaluations based on technique alone . The novel, David Daiches 
argues, is a discursive and infinitely varied medium; its 
essential 11 impuritiesi' of form wriggle through the mesh of 
"fictional prosaics ." "In appreciating the novel, 11 David 
Daiches has warned, "we have only one ear cocked for internal 
consistency ••• and often when such consistency has been 
demonstrated, we do not read the work with any richer enjoy-
24 
ment." While this is a salutary reminder, the danger in 
Miss Bowen 1 s case hardly seems imminent • 
Critical neglect of Miss Bowen's novels arises, at least 
in part, from a failure to appreciate the seminal relationship 
between her theory and practice. In a little-known essay 
25 
disarmingly entitled "Notes on Writing a Novel," she has 
2411The 'New criticism': Some Qualifications, 11 Literary 
Essays (New York: Philosophical Library, 1957), p. 172. 
25
collected Impressions (New York: Alfred ~opf, 1950), 
pp. 249-263. The essay will be abbreviated hereafter as "Notes," 
the volume in which it appears as CI. For a complete list of 
abbreviations used in this study see Appendix, p. 363. 
12 
assembled the critical postulates on which her art is baseq. 
Authoritative in tone but never doctrinaire, the "Notes" may 
be read either as a general manual for writers or as an 
apologia for Miss Bowen's highly individual view of her craft. 
In the pages that follow,this essay receives belated 
recognition as an important document in the annals of modern 
literary criticism. Still, its immediate value is practical: 
it provides rich and virtqally untapped resources for an 
appraisal long overdue--the technical achievement of the 
novels themselves. Elizabeth Bowen's aesthetic, epitomized 
in "Notes on Writing a Novel," reminds us that "only the 
practitioner c·an speak with final authority about the problems 
26 
of his art .. 11 
26 
Miriam Allott, Novelists on the Novel (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1959), pre£., xv. 
13 
CHAPTER II 
THE CRITICAL THEORY: 
PAATONE 
Elizabeth Bowen's critical writings, generously 
~epresented in the volume Collected Impressions (1950), have 
produced startlingly different reactions. Some reviewers 
complained that the collection was inconsistent in viewpoint, 
lacking in objective standards, and excessively lenient. 
Others described it simply as "impressionistic." Miss Bowen's 
book reviews, wrote one critic, were "wonderful reading and. 
' 1 
totally out of balance." Another looked in vain for ''a 
2 
unifying principle." She was praised for 11brilliance of 
feeling" and "aptness of expression," censJUred for a failure 
3 
to be more "analytical." Occasionally, however, reviewers 
. . 
suspended judgment. "It would be difficult," wrote a hesitant 
observer, "and it would be unfair, to attempt the location of 
.
1Kate Simon, Review of Collected Impressions, New Republic, 
September 11, 1950, p. 20. 
~ilton Rugoff, New York Herald-Tribune Books, August 6, 
1950, p. 5. 
3 C. J. Rolo, Atlantic, August 1950, p. 85. 
Miss Bowen's c~itical standpoint from the evidence of book 
4 
14 
reviews." On the other hand, Michael Swan referred to them as 
"models of reviewing" which contributed toward' ."a settled point 
~ 
of view11 and were at the same time written 't'1ith 11 a sensitive 
5 
understanding of the author's intentions." Confusion was 
compounded by Robert Gorham Davis's statement that Miss 
Bo1;v-en'~ criticism was not "impressionistic" at all, that it 
showed "a clear consistency of character and :values," even 
though it "seldom attempted to place writers historically or 
6 
by absolute literary standards." It was Ben Ray Redman, 
however, who appears to have understood the real significance 
of Collected Impressions: 
She views the work of other authors in the 
light of the problems with whic~ she herself has 
wrestled and measures that work by the standards 
that she has set for her own. This is a limitation, 
but it is also a source of strength, for it gives 
her a consistent critical approach and a firm basis 
of judgment •••• She is continually admitting us 
to her own artist's and craftsmart's confidences.7 
4 
London Times Literary Supplement, June 9, 1950, p. 352. 
5 Spectator, May 5, 1950, p. 618. 
6 
New York Times Book Review, July 23, 1950, p. 5. 
7
saturday Review of Literature, September 2, 1950, p. 11. 
Undoubtedly, Mr. Redman had read "Notes on Writing a 
Novel," an essay included in Collected Inpressions (1950), 
15 
but dating back to 1945, almost midway between the publication 
of her sixth novel, The Death of the Heart, and her seventh, 
The Heat of the Day. Since it is at once the clima~ of 
earlier speculations and the basis for all her later literary 
judgments, this essay crystallizes it; Miss Bowen's aesthetic 
theory. In it she deals specifically with perennial questions 
..... 
of form and technique under the following eight'headings: 
Plot, Character, Scene, Dialogue, Visual Angle, Moral Angle, 
Advance, and Relevance. One hastens to point out that her 
solutions are often highly personal, if not idiosyncratic; she 
sees problems primarily in terms of her own needs and interests. 
Somerset Maugham, reflecting a general distrust of the novelist's 
theory of his craftsmanship, writes, "I have never known them 
to be anything other than a justification of his own short-
S 
comings." The connnent serves to establish the precise value 
of Miss Bowen's criticism, particularly in view of recent 
judgments which, without invalidating Maugham's statement, 
place their emphasis elsewhere. Walter Allen, for example, 
8 
A Writer's Notebook (New York: Doubleday, 1949), p. 2. 
16 
describes "Notes on Writing a Novel" as "the wisest., fullest., 
. 
most concentrated., as it is the most valuable, piece of work 
9 
on the subject that I know." Robert Gorham Davis is only 
less enthusiastic: "Seldom" he writes, "has so much literary 
wisdom been compressed into so small a space. It represents 
the very intelligent distillation of years of highly conscious 
10 
and disciplined practice." V. s. Pritchett considers it "the 
11 
really only instructive advice on novel writing." 
To be fully appreciated, however, the "Notes" need the 
perspective of Miss Bowen's other critical writings. This is 
because the style of the essay is concise, spare, at times 
almost cryptic; deliberately abstract (though specific enough 
in details of technique), it is utterly lacking in concrete 
illustr.ation. To surmount this difficulty, I have adopted the 
following procedure: the "Notes," by virtue of their comprehen-
siveness, will serve here as the master~statement of Miss 
Bowen's 11 art of fiction. n I shall use the essay as a point 
of reference, and shall cite passages from prefaces, articles, 
and reviews (written both before and since the "Notes") which 
9 Writers on Writing (London: Phoenix House, 1948), p. 11. 
In reprinting the essay almost in its entirety, the editor accords 
Miss Bowen mo~e space than any other contributor except James and 
Mauriac. 
10New York Times Book Review, July 23, 1950, p. 5. 
11Time, July 31, 1950, p. 67. 
17 
clatify the central principles in her theory. 
Plot. In the opening section of the essay Miss Bowen 
makes the seemingly Delphic pronouncement that "the object of 
12 
the novel is •• o the non-poetic statement of a poetic truth." 
Although "poetic truth" is never actually defined, we lllay deduce 
a tentative meaning from its several contexts in the essay. 
For instance, to her own question, "Have not all poetic truths 
been already stated?" Miss Bowen replies, "The essence of a 
poetic truth is that no statement of it can be final" (CI, 
p. 250). In the light of other statements in the essay, this 
one asserts the familiar aesthetic doctrine of the inseparability 
of form and content. ·Our inference is strengthened by a later 
Jllention of "poetic truth" in the section entitled "Moral Angle." 
In it, Miss Bowen speaks of "the inherent poetic truth that the 
novel states" (italics mine) and adds that "the [only] morality 
of the novel is ••• the presence and action of the poetic 
truth" (£!., pp. 258•259; italics again mine). Ideally, the 
meaning of a novel is inextricable from what Henry James calls 
its "felt life." Poetic truth Miss Bowen would agree, is 
12
rrNotes on Writing a Novel," Collected Impressions (New 
York: Alfred Knopf, 1950}, p. 250; this volume will hereinafter 
be abbreviated as CI (for a complete list of abbreviations used 
in this study see Appendix ,u.p..., 11 3~63.) 
truth in action; it is the unparaphrasable "content" of the 
poem-novel; as such, it cannot be abstracted as a social, 
political~ or psychological message. 
18 
Somewhat more easily defined is the other term of the 
proposition (which also happens to be the other half of Miss 
Bowen's paradox regarding the use of non-poetic means :for poetic 
ends). The novel is a non-poetic statement. She argues: first, 
it is (ideally) an impersonal medium--not an expression of but 
an escape from, the novelist's personality; secondly, it demands 
complete verisimilitude; and lastly, in style, form, and 
technique it is completely "reasoned." Plot, the "JNotes" 
assert, "cannot claim a single poetic licence ..... [The] 
novelist must always have one foot, sheer circumstantiality, 
to stand on, whatever the other foot may be doing" (CI, p. 250). 
Indeed, much of Miss Bowen's advice not only on plot but also 
on characterization, scene, and dialogue shows a bias toward 
the logical, the definite, the unequivocal. "Much to be 
learned," she writes telegraphically, ufrom story-telling to 
children. Much to be learned from the detective story--
especially non-irrelevance" (CI, p. 250). She consistently 
.defends hardness, dryness, and economy, and attacks vague, 
imprecise feelings, "infatuation" with character and scene, 
and any signs of interference with "the demands of plot." 
The need for strict impersonality (see below under "Moral 
Angle") is thus a corollary of the principle that "plot" is 
all-important. The novel, she implies, has a life of its 
own; in .its dramatic presentation of a poetic truth it grows 
19 
in accordance with some inner princip,le of its own being. It 
is ~ a personal expression of an ego or of the novelist's 
"pre~assupipt·ions'.': 
If the novelist's moral angle is (a) decided by 
recognition of the poetic truth, and (b) maintained 
by the necessity of stating the truth by showing the 
truth's ac~ion, it will be, as it-should be, impersonal. 
It will be, and (from the 'interest' point of view) 
will be able to stand being, pure of pre-assumptions--
national, social, sexual, etc. 
(CI, p. 259) 
We need not look far in the prefaces, articles, and 
reviews for abundant corroboration of this "non-poetic" concept 
of the novelist's method. Thus, she admires Flaubert's 
documentation of history before he found nthe right note" in 
Salammbo; and she praises his way of limiting declamation, 
and amplifying scene (his 11se of "visual rhetoric" to replace 
"soaring speech"). Finally, she comments on the rationality 
underlying his choice and treatment of material: 
Anything ascertainable must be ascertained: 
there must not be the slightest haziness, 
chanciness, incorrectness ••.. Ultimately, the 
Carthage that works on us is the psychic concept. 
But he could not have given the concept that full 
force had he remained uncertain .•.• Unlike Proust, 
he could make no aesthetic use of the blurs and 
distor.tions of half-memory.l3 
Of L'Education Sentimentale she remarks: "This putting of 
emotion into perspective could not be done other than 
unemotionally •.•• [It] could not but be 'the supreme test 
20 
of his impersonality as an artist" (£!, .p. 32) • And she quotes 
the famous passage in Flaubert's letter to Louise Colet in 
which he aspires to a style 11rhythmic as verse, precise as the 
language of science" (CI, p. 34)~ 
A preoccupation with "non-poetic" methods runs through 
Miss Bowen's criticism. As early as 1936 she writes that the 
short story "can, while remaining rightly prosaic and circum-
stantial, give scene, action, event, character a poetic new 
\ 14 
actuality." Hemingway's short stories are, at their worst, 
"savage" or 11dull"; but at their best they are "the formula 
for, never the transcript of, that amazement with which poetry 
deals" (CI, p. 41). 
At no. point in her theory or practice is Elizabeth Bowen 
more distant from Virginia Woolf than in her concept of fiction 
as "non-poetic11 statement. Reviewing, in t.he New York Times · 
13
"Preface to The Flaubert Omnibus," CI, pp. 30-31. 
14 
"Preface to 'The Faber Book of Modern Short Stories,'" 
g, p. 43. First published in London by Faber and Faber, 
1936. 
Bernard Blackstone's commentary on Mrs. Woolf~ she observes 
that "the discovery of technique had been, for her, most of 
all the discovery of technique's fluidity" (OI, p. 80). 
Virginia Woolf, she comments, appropriated for fiction the 
techniques of poetry; eventually these "poetic" techniques 
21 
involved a break with the conventions of plot, character, scene, 
and continuity. The remark serves to remind us ~hat Miss Bowen 
herself has always worked within the tradition of the 
nineteenth-century novel: she has shunned the "stream-of-
consciousness" as a narrative mode and has strengthened the 
novel's conventional structure by means of the elaborate doctrine 
of relevance outlined in the Notes. If Mrs. Woolf was to dissolve 
plot, character, and scene for the sake of the story's essential 
"poetry," Miss Bowen was to crystallize them to much the same end. 
Her concern with fiction as "non-poetic" statement is 
pervasive. As early.as 1936 Miss Bowen observes that her 
contempo~aries "fail in flexibility, in the coldness that 
Flaubert desired ••.• We want more emotion implied (nqt 
merely written up)~ more relevant fact stated, more vital 
15 
relations shown." Twenty years later her appraisal of 
Katherine Mansfield reveals no substantial change in attitude. 
15 Spectator, November 20, 1936, p. 902. 
To the concept of "a literary Marie Laurencin,~ sponsor of a 
brood of gazelle-eyed heroines,". she opposes a distinctly 
different image--one which reveals Miss Bowen as much as it 
does her subject. She finds that.Katherine Mansfield's 
sturdy intellectuality--her "factual firmness"--provides 
"a ballast, or antidote, to her other side--the high-strung 
16 
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susceptibility, the almost hallucinatory floatingness." To 
I 
be sure, she was not by nature dispassionate, Miss Bowen 
concedes; temperament played "an essential part in·her work." 
All the more remarkable and admirable, then, her artistic 
detachment: "Impersonality cannot but be the aim of a writer 
of anything· like her calibre, and she fought to keep her 
: 17 
stories free of herself. 11 
"Literature. The;:~omantic impulse, the classic consider-
ation11•-the author quotes this epigram with unconcealed relish. 
In the Notes she constantly adjudicates between vision and 
design, inspiration and execution. "Plot," she writes, "must 
be reasoned--outward from the moment when its none-otherness, 
16stories by Katherine Mansfield (New York: Vintage Books, 
1956), intro., xvii. 
17 Katherine Marts field, intro .·, xx. 
18
"The Shadow Across the Page, 11 CI, p. 138. This is a 
review, dated 1937, of G. W. Stonier's collection of auto-
biographical impressions bearing the same title. 
18 
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its only-possibleness has become apparent" (CI, p. 250). 
"Necessariness, 11 a recurrent word in ·:the essay, embraces the 
intuitive, visionary, and impulsive in the creative process. 
Thus, plot is not a matter of choice but is "something the 
novelist is driven to. 11 He is forced to adopt a certain plot 
by the realization of "what is to be said" (CI, p. 249). The 
cortcept of plot as the objectification of the novelist's feeling 
("plot is the knowing of destination") appears elsewhere in 
Miss Bowen's critical writings.. "Necessariness" is essential 
to the short story, she tells us: "Execution must be voluntary 
and careful, but conception should have been involuntary, a 
19 
vital fortuity." "Necessariness11 gives the ideal short story 
"the valid central emotion ant;l inner spontaneity of the lyric" 
(CI, p. 43). At one po;nt she suspects the American writer 
William Saroyan of "beholding rather than· feeling: if he felt 
more it would, surely, be an instinct~ve matt~r for him to 
20 
exercise more control ... 
The opening section on Plot in "~otes on Writing a 
' Novel" devotes considerable space to the genesis of narrative 
ideas, a subject which, like Henry James's "story behind the 
19 Faber pre£., CI, pp. 42-43. 
20
"In Spite of the Words" [review of The Laughing Matter], 
New Republic,:March. 9, 1953/, p .. 19. 
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story" in the "New York Prefaces," has only the vaguest 
connection with technique. The concept of non-poetic means 
.for poetic ends is, on the other hand, fundamentally a question 
of technique; it pervades and colors the entire essay. Further-
more, the belief in the primacy of plot and in the necessity 
for detachment are corollaries of the doctrine of organic unity. 
'Miss Bowen's term for this inner formal consistency is 
"relevance." .In the last sectiort she concludes: 
In the notes on Plot, Character, Scene and 
Dialogue everything has come to turn, by the end, 
on relevance. It is seen that all other relevances 
are subsidiary to the relevance of the plot--i.e., 
the relevance to itself that the plot demands. It 
is as contributory, in fact relevant, to plot that 
character, scene and ·:dialogue are examined. 
(CI, p. 261) 
"Plot," however, subsumes several minor subjects not 
immediately related to the central concept. Some are recurrent, 
others appear only once or twice, but all either echo or are 
echoed by judgments scattered throughout the corpus of Miss 
Bowen's criticism. Difficult to abstract in a work already 
so condensed, they may nevertheless be conveniently grouped 
and compared with her other critical writings under the 
following heads: Simplicity and Complexity; Illusion and 
Craft; Tautness and Continuity. 
Miss Bowen comes out strongly against plotting that is 
25 
ingenious or complicated--that "points to itself." Similarly, 
she condemns tension and mystification as ends in themselves, 
condones them as a means of giving emphasis to plot (CI, p. 249). 
She does not elucidate the view, though it accords with numerous 
passages in which she has attacked (both before and since 1945) 
loose ends, distracting complexities, and overcrowding of 
characters. Her attitude i~ revealed, for example, in frequent 
comparisons between the novel and the short story. In the 
preface to the Faber Book of Modern Short Stories she writes: 
The art of the short story permits a break at what 
in the novel would be the crux of the plot: the short 
story, free from the longueurs of the novel, is also 
exempt from the novel's conclusiveness--too often 
forced and false: it may thus more rtearly than the 
novel approach aesthetic and moral truth. • • • Narra-
tive of any length involves continuity, sometimes 
a forced continuity: it is here tha~ the novel too 
often becomes invalid. But action, which must in the 
novel be complex and motivated, in the short story 
regains heroic simplicity. 
(Q!, pp. 38, 43) 
A year after the Notes had appeared, the author drew attention 
(in a preface to Sheridan Le Fanu's Uncle Silas) to a striking 
I 
departure from the Victorian novelist's usual tendency to 
overstuff his plot: 
Uncle Silas is ••• defenceless in its simplicity; 
it has no sub-plots' and contains comparatively few 
people. The effect of the simplicity is, that every 
sentence of Le Fanu's--or, at least, its content--incises 
itself deeply upon one's memory .• 5 • 
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In a recent BBC broadcast Miss Bowen reminds her audience 
that plot should be "simple--by which I mean straightforward~ 
·easy to grasp, and therefore liable to be :remembered. u Thus 
The Brothers Karamazov~ admittedly a great book~ is not, she 
points out, "in the craftsmanship sense, 11 a good novel. 
There are thematic as well as technical implications in 
Miss Bowen's concept of art as illusion. uPlot is story. It 
is also 'a story' in the nursery sense= lie," the "Notes" 
explain. "The novel lies in saying that something happened 
that did not. It must therefore contain uncontradictable truth 
to warrant the original lie" (CI, p. 249). The passage goes 
beyond merely suggesting that convincing fantasy demands 
verisimilitude. Fantasy, in Miss Bowen's novels~ is a 
psychological state of innocence. For the reader, the 
heroine's fantasies are primarily a question of aesthetics. 
We share her life and participate in her subsequent ndeath 
of the heart." For the heroine, on the ather hand~ fantasy 
is a moral concern--a protective shell immunizing her against 
a destructive wo~ld. In all but two of the novels it is the 
heroine's illusions around which plot is constructed. Inno-
cence--the susceptibilities~ fantasies, and anxieties of 
innocence--constitute the subject. By skillful management of 
point of view, the author nud~es us share in and believe in, 
27 
her heroine 1 s illusion. Paradoxically; then~ the art of Miss 
Bowen'~ fiction creates an illusion of 11reality." But the 
reality she presents is the spectacle of a deluded person--
unable to cope with the here and now. The story is, therefore, 
a "lie" in wliich reader and heroine both participate. "Illusions 
are art, for the feeling person," Miss Bowen has written, "and 
21 
it is by art that we live, if we do." 
The theme of illusion is by no means restricted to the 
novels. It runs through the short stories, where it assumes 
an almost supernat~ral guise, and even through the historical 
account of the author's ancestral mansion in County Cork, 
Bowen's Court. The stories in Ivy Gripped the Steps concern 
hallucination as "an unconscious, instinctive, saving resort," 
a psychological release in wartime for those l~O can express 
22 
themselves in no other way. In the chronicle qf Miss Bowen's 
own Anglo-Irish family (entangled in the tragic history of 
Ireland) fantasy dominates, and ultimately betrays, successive 
generations. Observing London at the height of the "blitz," 
Miss Bowen wrily comments: "Showing fantasy, in one form or 
other, do its unhappy work in the:~.lives of my ancestors, I have 
21 The Death of the Heart, p. 115. 
22
see the preface to the American edition (New York: Alfred 
Knopf, 1946), ix-xii (reprinted in Ql, pp. 47~52). 
been conscious at almost every moment of the nightmarish big 
23 
2-8 
analogies of to-day." It is at this point that Miss BoWen's 
comments on·the ~ses of "mystification" and "ingenuity11 in 
plotting bear directly on her themes. For, while she shuns 
the melodramatic and sensational, she considers legitimate 
those elements of mystery and complication which illuminate 
the moral predicament central to all her novels--the chain of 
cause and effect Which leads to the loss of deluded innocence. 
Curiosity and suspense, concealment and dread may thus be 
"manipulated" to serve a "poetic truth" (Ql, pp. 249-250). 
Plot, that is to say, must have an integral part in the whole 
design. 
A preoccupation with craftsmanship ~ills the pages of 
Miss Bowen's criticism. She has schooled herself not to 
speculate futilely on how, and why, a particular writer finds 
his subject; like Henry James, she grants the novelist his 
24 
"donnee." "Craft," she asserts, "is absolutely and surely 
23 Bowen's Court (New Yo~k: Alfred Knopf, 1942), p. 454. 
24
she writes: "Concentration on any one writer's work 
almost always ends by exposing a core of naivete--a core which, 
once it has been laid bare seems either infantile or august. 
There is little inner complexity after all: apparent outer 
complexity of art has been little more than effort toward 
expression" ("The Search for a Story to Tell," Highlights of 
Modern Literature, ed. Francis Brown [New York: Mentor Books, 
1954), p. 32). 
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an essential for the writing of a novel." Thus, the problem 
that fascinates her, in her own work as in the work of others, 
is "how to convey"--a problem, she adds, which is often forgotten 
or overlooked in today's feverish search for "a subject": 
A subject sufficiently unique, striking, should, 
some authors seem to consider, in itself be able to 
"carry11 the book by its hold on the reader's startled 
imagination. Actually, what most often happens is that 
the book Whach depends on that kind of originality 
blazes a superficial course (that is, during the term of 
reading); but, when finished [it] dissipates in the mind. 
May it not be found that the classic, the majestic, the 
enduring novels treat of subjects which ~ rarely 
unique? The power is in the content; the authority 
is in the implied knowledge; the innovation is in the 
manner of telling.26 · 
To the reader uninitiated in Miss Bowen's criticism, this 
preoccupation with "the manner of telling" as opposed to 
"subject11 will appear excessive. In reviewing a run-of-the-
mill novel, yes; but not in discussing such master-craftsmen 
as Conrad: 
He practised the most difficult, because to the 
untaught eye the most straightforward, of the arts, in 
which nine-tenths of everything that offers itself to 
the imagination has to be r~jected, in which questions 
to which there is no definite answer constantly pose 
themselves, in which there is no straight going--the 
artist's course being deflected by rock-like impossi-
bilities up to his very last page. 
(CI, p. 151) 
25 
The Listener, October 25, 1956, p. 651. This is the text 
' ·of a series of BBC addresses by Miss Bowen entitled'Trbth and Fiction 
26
"The Modern Novel and the Theme of Love" [review of The 
Echoing Grove, by Rosamond Lehmann], New Republic, May 11, 1]33, 
p. 18. 
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We have grouped the remaining topics relating to Plot 
under the joint heading of "Tautness and Continuity." Miss 
Bowen reserves a detailed analysis of narrative "speed". for 
the later section entitled "Advance"; here, she merely 
postulates the general theory. Her plea for "tautness" 
expresses an impossible ideal; the novel, after all, is not 
the short story. Nevertheless, her critical theories of unity, 
tension, and "speed of advance" have a direct bearing on the 
structure of her novels. She tells us in the "Notes" that 
plot 11must not cease to mov~ forward"; that the speed of its 
advance must be "even"; and that evenness of speed results in 
"tautness • 11 She reminds us, however, that the novel has more 
than one clock-face; its actual '"non-variationu in speed paces 
those arbitrary, subjective time-variations felt by the 
characters. Failu~e to maintain the distinction between 
chronology and pulse-beat is fatal to the novel 1 s tautness, 
which is inseparable from that evenness of speed which suggests 
11perfection of·control11 (£!., p. 250): 
The novelist, to a certain extent, opens and 
shuts time like a fan as he goes along, and this 
is important because every story demands, because 
of its proportion, some particular sort of timing 
of its own •••• I would suggest that one reason 
why some novels ••• lose their hold on us, is that as 
the plot goes on we feel the author losing his grip on 
actuality. There is a sort of slurring and we become 
impatient ••.• Tolstoy, Balzac, and Trollope [keep] 
in mind the calendar on the wall and the clock 
on the table.27 
Characters. A decade before the "Notes" appeared Miss 
31 
Bowen questioned the idea that action was intended to express 
the characters. "Character," she wrote at that time, 11is 
important as it affects plot, action; e;,::alted above plot, 
28 
it is artificially complex, dead." Thereafter, her criticism 
stresses the primacy of plot; characters, she asserts in the 
"Notes.," are there "to provide the action" (CI, p. 249). In 
Le Fanu's Uncle Silas, the structure and atmosphere of which 
she warmly admires, "too many of the characters are overcharged, 
and break their bounds" (Q!., p. 8). Silas himself is so "built 
up" in advance that his actual appearance 11drops into 
anticlimax" (CI, p. 8). The idea recurs in Miss Bowen's 
radio play "Anthony Trollope": "My characters fairly marched 
in on me," Trollope confesses in a fanciful conversation with 
a young soldier just before V-J Day. , "[They] took a look 
around, took stock, and made use of all that I had." The 
soldier tactlessly rephrases those words. "They stole a march 
on you?" he asks and the shade df the novelist reluctantly 
2711Time, Period, and Reality," The Listener, November 8, 
1956, p. 752 ~the third in a series of BBC radio talks together 
entitled Truth and Fiction). 
28
"What We Need in Writing,n Spectator, November 20, 1936, 
p. 902. 
29 
answers, "Put it that way." Wherever one turns in Miss 
Bowen's critical writings, one encounters variations on the 
doctrine that character should be subservient to action. 
Thus, she admires the organic structure of Virginia Woolf's 
last novel, Between the Acts, because, for the first time in 
her writings, plot and vision have been integrated: 
The characters are involved in the central action, 
compromised (one might say) and motivated by it: there 
are few, and no final, single movements away. The 
plot is, thus, organic; very much more so than in any 
other novel of hers. 
(CI, p. 72) 
32 
Nevertheless, Miss Bowen realizes that the character who 
exists merely to serve the novel's action seems puppet-like, 
or "manipulated." How, then, does one suggest greater 
complexity of character than the action itself demands? The 
answer provides us with one of the most .illuminating insights 
into Miss Bowen's technique: 
Without that existence of the character outside 
the (necess.arily limited) action, the action itself 
would be invalid. 
Action is the simplification (for story purposes) 
of complexity. For each one act, there are an ~number 
of rejected alternatives. It is the palpable presence 
of the alternatives .that gives.:.:action interest. 
Therefore, in each of the characters, while he or she 
29 11Anthony Trollope," BBC's 'New Judgment Series. 1 First 
performed, June 1945. Subsequently published by the Oxford 
University Press. Reprinted in CI, pp. 233-245. 
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is acting, the play and pull of alternatives must be 
felt. It is in being seen to be capable of alternatives 
that the character becomes, for the reader, valid. 
(f.!; p. 251) 
Obviously the character that demonstrates such a conflict of 
alternatives cannot be invented to formula. Miss Bowen believes 
that characters are "recognized" rather than "created"--that 
they preexist in the novelist's mind as a ~omposite of 
memories and impressions. But whatever their source, they 
must be held strictly accountable to the action. As the 
author later remarks, "Characters are so drawn and so brought 
into action that as little as possible ~ them shall go to 
30 
waste." 
Miss'Bowen had already st;ressed, under "Plot;" the 
unpredictability of action before it happens, and its 
inevitability thereafter. A s.imilar postulate on character 
is familiar enough to readers of Aristotle or Henry James. 
Despite its unoriginality, it points to one of Miss Bowen's 
chief technical preoccupations • "Roughly," she writes, 
The action of a character should be unpredictable . 
before it has been shown, inevitable When it has 
been shown. In the first half of a novel, the 
unpredictability should be the more striking. In 
the second half, the inevitability should be the 
more striking • (£!., p. 252) 
30 11People: The Creation of Character," BBC Broadcast Series: 
no. 3; reprinted in The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 704. 
This concept, with its polarities of surprise and fate, of 
suspense and probability, colors Miss Bowen's judgment of 
character in a number of her reviews, essays, and prefaces. 
Of E. M. Forster she writes: 
His bad, his recalcitrant characters are the 
Enemy. For the most part they are flat. e • they 
do not expand or suffer; they seem to have no 
problems; they are opaque. Though they do not gen-
erate evil they do, like blocked gutters, receive, 
store, and exhale it. These bad ones are simplified 
characters, used d.ramatically. The good characters 
are anti-heroic. They travel steadily, always 
painfully towards the light; they expose themselves; 
they suffer humiliations. (g, p. 125) 
Again, it is the significance of character as process--
unpredictable yet inevitable--which engages Miss Bowen's 
attention in her review of Rosamond Lehmann's novel The 
Echoing Grove. She is intrigued by characters who "unfold, 
deepen, gain in living complexity with the addition of each 
revealing scene." What seems most remarkable to her is that 
at the outset "we should have been ,caused by Miss Lehmann to 
apprehend much that she had not even begun to tell us. 
34 
incidents whose background cannot be estimated till we have 
gathered. • • what, and in what manner, had come before them.'' 
And she concludes, "It is extraordinary that we should be, 
from the first, so deeply implicated in what we do not yet 
35 
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even know that there is to know.rr Three years later she 
stresses the 11 imperative reality" of the successful chm;'acter. 
She explains:, 
We are conscious when we meet the people involved 
in a story that they have something within them which 
will probably take them towards some inevitable fate 
or end. If that inevitability breaks down--if the 
characters are compelled by the author to do what we 
know instinctively they would not do--then we think 
we feel that th~re is a flaw in the reality of the 
novel.32 
Aside from stressing the need to make characters both 
seen and felt, Miss Bowen offers no practical advice for 
achieving these ends except to warn against "categoric" 
description and to suggest that physical personality only 
appears "in play." She takes English novelists to task for 
confusing "emotional sympathy" (a moral value) with actual 
"materialization" (an aesthetic value). This passage in the 
"Notes" (CI, p. 253) should be compared with her study of Jane 
Austen's characters, in which she cites Henry Crawford in 
Mansfield Park as, next to Mr. Darcy, the novelist's "most 
imposing" creation. Her reason is that he "materializesrr 
"\-Tithout ever becoming emotionally sympathetic. "He has, 11 
... 
31 . 
"The Modern Novel and the Theme of Love," New Republic, 
May 11, 1953, p. 19. 
32 The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 704. 
Miss Bowen writes, 11 a certain beaute du d iable & " 'she 
connnends his "moral taste--his particular aesthetic 
sensibility to innocence," and observes that "only highly 
civilized and really rather morally neutral people have it: 
33 
it is the stuff of James and Turgenev novels." This 
distinction between sensibility and morality is central to 
36 
Miss Bowen's concept of artistic detachment (see "Moral Angle," 
Chapter III). 
The fifth and final postulate regarding character will 
have far-reaching implications When we come to evaluate Miss 
Bowen's narrative point of view as an aspect of theme. "The 
novel;• she states~ "must have at least one character [who] 
magnetizes toward himself perceptions, sense-impressions, 
desires" (£!., p. 253). The fact that she has invariably 
attempted to assign this role to her heroines is sometimes 
misinterpreted as implying that sensibility is the be-all 
and end-all of Miss Bowen's fiction. Yet this she has on 
more than one occasion vigorously denied. Sensibility in 
itself is "neither here nor there," Miss Bowen has been quoted 
as saying. She dOeS not wish either to "generate" sensibility 
34 
for its own sake, or to 11J?lay upon it." She is reported to 
33
"Jane Austen: Artist on Ivory," Saturday Review of 
Literature, August 15, 1936, p. 3. 
34 Quoted by Brooke, p. 5. 
have expressed concern over tlie fact that The Death of the 
Heart (Her most widely known novel) 'had become "a so~t of 
35 
Constant Nymph de nos jours !t While it is true that she 
uses sensibility to light the character of her heroines, she 
wages war against all delusions and fantasies, all feelings 
37 
which blind them to the truth. It is erroneous, therefore, to 
suppose that Miss Bowen's novels defend feeling against thought, 
or heart against mind; actually she grants her heroines no 
lasting immunity to the responsibilities of life. "It :Ls not 
only our ~ate," she has said, "but our business to lose inno-
1 
cence, and once we have lost that, it is futile to attempt a 
36 
picnic in Eden. 11 
Notwithstanding this vital qualification~, Miss Bowen's 
insistence on at least one "magnetic" character appears in the 
"Notes" to remind us that sensibility is the chief artistic 
means in her fiction even if not its moral end. As we are later 
to see, her technical development--at least in.the presentation 
of character--reveals a growing ability to win the reader over 
to the deluded heroine's view of reality (see "Visual Angle," 
35 Quoted by William Coles in "The Pattern of Responsibility 
in the Novels of Elizabeth Bowen, 11 Harvard.Advocate, December, 
1952, p. 20. 
36
"0ut of a Book," CI, p. 265 (reprinted from Orion III, 
1946). 
38 
below). 
Evidence of Miss Bowen's partiality for "magnetic" 
characters appears in most of the prefaces and reviews. The 
reactions of the narrator-heroine in Le Fanu's Uncle Silas 
are described as "voluptuous." She is the artistic center of 
the novel: without her mind, which "reflects, and colors 
according to its states, the action of the interior plot," 
the novel would fail. Sound, sight, touch, and smell are--
like the supernatural terror and moral dread of the story--
all part of Le Fanu's "psychological weather." 
It is the drama of Maud's feelings, the 
heightening of conflict in her between hopes 
and fears, rather than the melodrama of her 
approaching fate, which ties one to Uncle Silas, 
page agter page, breathless, unwilling to miss a 
word. 
(CI, p. 6) 
The "magnetic" character, furthermore, has an absolute 
literary value; it need not depend for interest on soliciting 
the reader's "emotional sympathy" (CI, p. 253). Thus, Enuna 
Bovary may be said to meet the specifications laid down in 
the "Notes" for a character "capable of keying the reader up, 
as though he were in the presence of someone he is in love 
with" (CI, p. 253). "That the soul of Emma," she remarks, 
"should be without virtue does not make it less a palpable 
soul--of whose pitiful fluttering candescence, at the most 
. 39 
carnal moments, one is aware. She is a guilty innocent, 
for Whom rightly or wrongly one must weep ••• Is Emma a 
'character'? Not, I think, in the English novelist's sense. 
She consists in sentiments andseasations, in moments for 
37 
their· own sake.'' 
In general, the theory of character advanced in the "Notes" 
stresses a principle of dramatic causality as old as literary 
criticism itself, e.g., character is inseparable from action. 
"Characterless action," Miss Bowen writes, "is not action at all, 
in the plot sense. It is the indivisibility of the act from 
the actor, and the inevitability of that act on the part of 
that actor, that gives action verisimilitude" (CI, pp. 250-251). 
She makes much of the tension between freedom and necessity. 
On one hand, she asserts that characters "pre-exist ••• they 
are found." But at the same time that they play a "pre-assigned" 
role, they exist "outside the action being contributed to the 
plotu (CI, p. 251). Accordingly, progression is logical but 
it must appear to be spontaneous. Freedom and necessity, 
spontaneity and logic, choice and fate are the antitheses that 
figure in these speculations • We should not expect their 
reconciliation; they remind us, however, that, for the sake 
37 
"Preface to The Flaubert Omnibus," CI, pp. 24-25. 
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of dramatic logic, characters "must carry with them. . . their 
38 
own kind of inevitability." But if the' characters are to be 
"felt," they must be subject to "·the pull and play of 
alternatives" (£!., p. 251). 
Scene. "There is a close· relation;" Miss Bowen reminds 
us, "between the emotional effect of the atmosphere and the 
39 
crisis of the character." The reference is to scene-setting 
in ,.'Bleak House, but it could apply with equal force to a 
number of passages in her own fiction. In a recent preface to 
a new edition of The Last September she writes: "I recognize 
that I am, and was bound to be, a writer intensely subject to 
scene and time: both do more than figure, they play their parts 
. 40 
in my plots." Yet the "Notes" suggest that this is a 
predisposition full of dangers. Miss Bowen treats the subject 
of scene with ironic reserve; "The weak novelist is always, 
compensatorily, scene-minded" (g, p. 254). Categoric 
descr~ptions, wholly invented.settings, irrelevant details--
these are constant threats to the life of the novel. Success 
in scene-painting depends, she believes, on the novelist's 
38The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 704. 
39The Listener, November 8, 1956, p. 752. 
40 (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1952), pref ., vi. 
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having "remote" and "distorted" memories of real life. 
Furthermore, he must have a steady concern for the reader's 
visual imagination and an exacting sense of "dramatic use." 
"Nothing," Miss Bowen declares, "can happen nowhere. Th~ 
locale of the happening always colors the happening, and 
often, to a degree, shapes it" (CI, p. 253)o 
If we turn to her general criticism, we encounter many 
. 
instances in which she ~ingles out the importance of scene in 
the works of fellow-novelists. In 1939 she speaks of Gorki's 
stories in which weather is "anthropomorphic, temperamentally 
a part of the human scene" (CI, p. 155). The use of scene by 
~irginia Woolf i~trigues her, especially as it illustrates the 
curve in Virginia Woolf's development--both her conservatism 
and her radical experimentation. "She was to begin with, then 
to abandon, plot,'' Miss Bowen writes in 1942; "to develop, then 
eliminate, character; to perfect scene (almost completely in 
To the Lighthouse), then,to dissolve it in The Waves" 
(£!., p. 80). 
Although Virginia Woolf's rejection of conventional 
methods, especially her "fluid" treatment of narrative, offers 
a shapp contrast to Elizabeth Bowen's traditionalism, the:htuthors' 
ultimate effects in concentrating the emotions of a scene 
are surprisingly alike. When, in 1944, she reviews Ivy 
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Compton-Burnett's novel Elders and Betters, shock and 
fascination mingle in her reaction to a writer utterly 
devoid of the "atmosphereu on which she herself so much 
depends. She speaks of this novel's "bareness, which starves 
the reader's imagination and puts the whole test of the plot 
to his intellect." She notes that an absence of costume 
and accessories gives the characters the effect of being 
both physically and psychologically "in the nude, 11 of "sitting 
on thin air" (Q!., p. 89). Thus, despite her respect for Miss 
Compton-Burnett's effects, she is never influenced by them, 
except perhaps negatively. 
More revealing are her comments on writers w~th whose 
treatment of scene she has more in common. Throughout Le 
Fanu's writings there is "an ecstatic sensitivity to light, 
and an abnormal recoil from its inverse, darkness." His 
"psychological weather" intrigues her, specifically his use of 
scene as an externalization of terror. "In the first few 
pages," she says of Le Fanu's atmosphere, "one recognizes 
the master-touch" (Q!., p. 14). Flaubert's L'Education 
Sentimentale is memorable for the "lyrical" intensity of its 
scenes, the "stereoscopic" purity and distinctness of its 
interiors and landscapes recorded through frederic's 
susceptibility to "the whole range of love" (£!, p. 32). 
Supporting such ju~gments is the idea, explicit in her 
concept of the novel as a "non-poetic statement," that only 
"uncontradictable truth" will warrant the story's original 
43 
"lie." Stated another way, Miss Bowen insists on the absolute 
circumstantiality of Flaubert's illusion of love, as of Le Fanu's 
illusion of terror. The 11~lmost hallucinatory floatingness" 
of Katherine Mansfield's effects depends, she observes 
41 
paradoxically, on the "factual firmness" of her scenes. 
Miss Bowen is quick to recognize, however, that Miss Mansfield 
was not immune to the pictorial obsessiort. Occasionally, as 
in the South-of-France stories, her characters are.eclipsed 
by their environment; at such times her "lovely crystallization 
42 
of pl~ce and hour steals attention away from men and women." 
Infatuation with scene is to Miss Bowen a very real danger. 
Dialogue. This, more than any other element of narrative, 
requires, in Miss Bowen's view, a conscious artlessness: 
dialogue must appear to catch the surface of talk in order to 
conceal its real function. Ideally, every line should a9vance 
plot and express character. Yet every line must seem to be 
41 Stories by Katherine Mansfield (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1956), pre£., xvii. 
42Katherine Mansfield, pre£., xxii. 
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spontaneous and uncontrived. Successful dialogue, Miss Bowen 
reminds us, is the principal of ars caelare artem at its 
applied best. She lists those traits of "faked realism" which 
should be captured in spoken utterance: 
Spontaneity. Artless or hit-or-miss arrival 
at words used. Ambiguity (speaker not sure, 
himself, what he means). Effect of choking (as in 
engine): more to be said than can come through. 
Irrelevance. Allusiveness. Erraticness: 
unpredictable course. Repercussion. 
(CI, p. 255) 
Behind this mask of "realism" there is "something happening'''; 
dialogue should "crystallize" situation, should be both cause 
and effect. It is "a thin bridge which must, from time to 
time, carry the entire weight of the novel •••• Where 
functional usefulness cannot be established, dialogue must be 
left out" (£!., pp. 255-256). 
One is tempted to reproduce this section in its entirety. 
Nowhere in her criticism of other writers has Miss Bowen 
treated dialogue in such concentrated detail as in the "Notes"; 
nowhere else has she been so dogmatic or exacting. Her zeal 
must be viewed in the light of her aversion to stream-of-
co~sciousness writing. Traditional dialogue, she feels; 
offers possibilities unavailable to exponents of the "stream." 
There are disadvantages, she argues, in entering so intimately 
into the life of ~ character that all other chara.cters seem I 
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unfocused or distorted (see "Visual Angle," Chapter III, 
below). The techniques which culminated in the Twenties are 
now moribund: 
Dialogue is much more the contemporary way of 
keeping in evidence--keeping in play--the characters 
in a book, and I think a satisfactory reason for this 
is that it is arresting and entertaining and clear 
cut and highly personal. Jane Austen, much in advance 
of her day, was a mistress of the use of dialogue. 
She used it as dialogue should be used--to advance 
the story; not only to show the characters but, to 
advance.43 
45 
The implication is clear that the method rising in Henry James, 
and culminating in Dorothy Richardson, James Joyce~ and 
Virginia Woolf, has serious shortcomings. "Two things may 
be remarked about the 'stream-of-consciousness' in the showing 
of character," she writes. "It does take time and it deals 
almost always wieh prosaic experience seen or reacted to in a 
highly individual way. I do not know whether we should ever 
have, for instance, a 'stream-of-consciousness' novel about 
somebody scaling Everest, because the scaling of Everest is 
44 
exciting enough in itself." 
Dialogue, she declares in the "Notes," must "advance" the 
story; speech is what the characters "do to each other" (CI, 
43The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 705. 
44The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 705. I 
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p. 255). A decade later she cites tht1 passage of dialogue in 
Mansfield Park which reveals a new, unprecedented relationship 
involving Lady Bertram, Fanny, and Edmund. It is "masterly" 
dialogue because "we are in the grip of something which •• e has 
not happened before." Similarly, a page from Howard's End shows 
Forster saving dialogue for his explosive scenes; pitched high, 
the utterances reveal with a shock the irreconcilability of the 
45 
Schlegels and the Wilcoxes. Such a scene not only "shows" 
the characters, Miss Bowen reminds us; :it is, as the "Notes" 
assert, "something happening." 
Miss Bowen's interest in the dialogue-novels of Henry 
Green and Ivy Compton-Burnett seems inconsistent, at first, 
with her demand for "faked realistic qualities." Inconsistent, 
that is, until one considers"her own experiments, both early 
and late. For much of Miss Bowen's dialogue suggests, not so 
much the outer aspect of actual 'speech as the inner drama of 
conflicting minds. Allusive, stylized, and openly "thematic," 
it conveys the novel's fuller intellectual implications, often 
at the risk of surface characterization. In Miss Compton-
Burnett's novel Elders and Betters, she finds dialogue that is 
"decidedly~ a form of character portraiture." It seems to 
indicate to her Miss Compton-Burnett's abandonment of the 
45The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 705. 
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single human entity, her preoccupation with ngroup emotions 
and group c:t:'ises." And this concept of dialogue as public 
debate prompts Miss Bowen to speculate on the forms and aims 
now possible for the novel. Does this "formalized" speech, 
she asks, "mark the ending of the study of individualized 
character, the individual for his own sake, as a theme? Are 
46 
we going back to the symbolic., the masked speaker?" Her 
own novels provide a tentative answer. 
The end of the section Qn Dialogue, approximately the 
mid-point of_ "Notes on Writing a Novel," marks a logical 
division of the treatise. In a final section entitled 
47 
"Relevance," Miss B·owen will return to further considerations 
of Plot, Character, Scene, and Dialogue as each relates to the 
general problem of the novel's organic structure. But before 
attempting a synthesis, she will weigh three other problems·-
point of view, ~rtistic detachment, and narrative pace--under 
the .headings "Visual Angle," "Moral Angle, 11 and "Advance." 
These, together with her unitary treatment of organic Rele-
vance, call for a separate chapter. 
46 The Listener, November 1, 1956, p. 706. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
i 
I 
' 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
J 
I 
I 
I 
' 
I 
48 
CHAPTER III 
THE CRITICAL THEORY: 
PART TWO 
Visual Angle. "Where," Miss Bowen asks, "is the camera-
eye to be located? ••• in a succession of characters ••• [or] 
in the onmiscient story-teller?" (CI, p. 257) To her, the 
1 
defects in the first two outweigh their merits. She insists 
upon the author's "right of entry": memories, sensations, and 
thought processes "should remain his" to appropriate for the 
"demands" of plot. It will be clear from this statement alone 
that her concept of plot differs from that of, let us say, 
Virginia Woolf, with whom she is sometimes hastily compared. 
In only one instance, Miss Bowen argues, does the denial 
to the author of "right of entry" appear to be aesthetically 
justified: that is when the character is essentially unknowable. 
Certain characters, she writes, 
• • • gain in importance and magnetism by being 
only ~; this makes them more romantic, fatal-
seeming, sinister. In fact, no character in 
which these qualities are, for the plot, essential 
should be allowed to enter the seeing class. 
(CI, p. 257) 
1see the discussion of "stream-of-consciousness" under 
"Dialogue' II Chapter II:. ~ 
l 
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As if to underscore her argument for a more flexible 
authorial omniscience Miss Bowen pays tribute to the cinema 
for having provided the contemporary novelist with a Whole new 
range of narrative angles. The "authoritarianism" of the 
motion-picture director in the use of movement and distance 
seems to her worthy of imitation in literature. Her search 
for "the completest possible surrounding of the subject," 
prompts the conclusion that "any trick is justified if it 
adds a statement" (CI, p. 257). 
In view of this admitted predilection for visual angles 
Miss Bowen's praise of a writer like Somerset Maugh~ is 
nothing short of magnanimous'. Is her appraisal of Maugham' s 
Theatre to be taken at its ~ace value, or is it an ironic 
condemnation of a style she respects but does not envy? 
Certainly Maugham's technique, as she describes it, fails to 
exploit the devices she had praised in the "Notes": 
Mr. Somerset Maugham still writes the classic, 
or straight, novel: there is nothing tricky about 
his construction: he does not make telling cuts, a 
shoot from unlikely angles or v.ary his distance 
from the object in view. Theatre is straight narrative, 
not photography •.• there is no atmosphere, no 
American cuteness, no attempted poetry: it is 
professional writing, without a touch of amateur 
privilege--and that is pretty rare now.2 
2
"A Straight Novel," Q!., pp. 132-133. Reprinted from a 
review in The New Statesman and Nation (1937). 
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Nineteen years later, she freely acknowledges her allegiance 
to the cinematic technique of Graham Greene, whose Brighton 
Rock, though "swift-moving and for the eye, 11 turns melodramatic 
thrills and crises to the purpose of showing contemporary 
3 
spiritual dangers. 
We shall encounter further parallels between her concept 
of "visual angle" in the "Notes" and in her other critical 
writings. The insistence, for example, upon the "seen but 
unseeing" character as a source of mystification emerges 
again in her analysis of point of view as a device in Sheridan 
Le Fanuts Uncle Silas. The chief source of suspense in that 
novel, according to Miss Bowen, arises from the mystery 
surrounding characters into whom Le Fanu denies himself 
"right of entryn: 
The people in Uncle Silas show an extraordinary 
power of doubling upon or of covering their tracks. 
Maud seldomJ·knows where she stands with any of them; 
neither do we. They are all at one removed from us, 
seen through the eyes<.Of Maud . 
(Ql, p. 7) 
Yet, in her appraisals of most novelists, Miss Bowen 
seldom deals with narrative point of view. For her own 
part the choice of visual angle is perfectly clear; perhaps 
that is why the subject, which takes up less than a page, 
3The Listener, p:;!-652. 
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constitutes the shortest section in the "Notes." Elsewhere 
in her criticism it is merely incidental to her discussion 
of characters as "recorders," "observation posts," and 
"receiving centers," terms borrowed from Henry James. It is 
clear, however, that her own novels are a reaction against the 
Jamesian tradition of the single point-of-view. In an article 
"English_ Fiction in Mid-Century" she writes: 
For the greater part of the inter-war years, 
subjectivity hazed over the English novel; there 
was disposition to follow the stream of conscious-
ness ~from-caverns measureless to man down to a 
sunless sea' ••• Up to [the Second World War] 
consciousness had been a sheltered product; its 
interest ~ consciousness diminished now that, at 
any moment, the physical shelter could be gone.4 
"Consciousness had been a sheltered product"--the remark is 
unintentionally revealing. A firm conviction that conscious-
ness cannot indefinitely claim immunity from the world 
underlies all her novels. Thus, she has always looked 
upon the-reality of the subjective world as tentative and 
illusory. Her wish, therefore, to retain the "right of 
entry'' into her characters is, like her wish to stand at 
time above them, perfectly consistent with her vision. 
Attempts to classify her as a stream-of-consciousness writer 
4New Republic, September 21, 1953, p. 15. 
5 
are misleading. 
Moral Angle. In general outline Miss Bowen's argument 
parallels the impersonal theory of art associated with the 
6 
doctrines ofT. s. Eliot. She, too, repudiates the concept 
of fiction as a direct expression of the writer's ego, 
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attitudes, or 11 ideas. 11 The novelist.!.s moral angle, she argues 
in the 11Notes," should be "pure o~p:JT.e~assumptions--national, 
social, sexual, etc." Nevertheless the novelist does operate 
,. 
from some base of moral conviction: "Characters. • • to be 
seen at all, must necessarily be seen in a moral light" 
(CI, p. 258). How is ·the novelist to reconcile aesthetic 
and moral interests? Miss Bowen's answer, in its simplest 
terms, equates morality with artistic execution; the novelist's 
conviction is not really "moral" but aesthetic: 
The conviction must come from certainty of the 
validity of the truth the novel is to present. The 
"moral light" has not, actually, a moral source; it 
is moral (morally powerful) according to the strength 
of its power of revelation. Revelation of what7 The 
virtuousness or non-virtuousness of the action of the 
5A case in point is Robert Humphrey's shaky argument that 
"the acceptance of the reality of the inner life11 by a novelist 
shows his indebtedness to stream-of-consciousness t~iting. 
Flatly erroneous is his . claim that Miss Bowen deals with nthe 
pre-speech levels of con~ciousness 11 (see Stream of Consciousness 
in the Modern Novel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1954), pp. 113-114). 
6 Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1932), 
pp. 124-125. 
action of the character. What is virtue in action?' 
Truth in action. Truth by what ruling, in relation 
to what? Truth by the ruling of, and in relation to, 
the inherent poetic truth that the novel states •••. 
The direction of the action of the poetic truth 
provides--in fact, is--the moral angle of the novel. 
(£1, pp. 258-259) 
Miss Bowen's inquisitorial, almost dogmatic, tone (she 
speaks of the "incre~singly bad s'mell of pre-assumptions") 
reads like an answer to those critics who had criticized her 
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moral detachment. In this she echoes Henry James' insistence 
on "the perfect dependency of the moral sense of a work of 
7 
art on the amount of felt life concerped in producing it." 
Miss Bowen's concept of artistic detachment, which had 
developed over the years, is first system~tized as an 
aesthetic doctrine in the "Notes." In brief, she contends 
that the novelis·t faces an increasing number of taboos--
political, social, sexual, national, and aesthetic; influenced 
by them, he may win · .. a small. circle qf readers but lose another 
even larger. To write without "pre-assumptions," she maintains, 
"should be the ambition of any novelist who wishes to state 
poetic truth" (CI, p. 258). But this is a negative virtue; 
at the same time that he avoids didacticism, he must "state 
7From the preface. to The Portrait of a Lady, quoted in The 
Future of the Novel: Essays on the Art of Fiction, ed. Leon 
Edel (New York: Vintage Books, 1956), p. 49.· 
. 
the truth by showing the truth's action.rr Ideally, the 
novel is ~~personal, for it is not mediated through formulae 
of any kind: its morality inh~res in its action. At this 
point, Miss Bowen's insistence on detachment seems to merge 
with Eliot's concept of.the uobjective correlative11 ; to 
."state the truth by showing the truth's action11 is, in the 
final analysis, to present objectively a scene or situation 
that evokes an emotional response in the reader. It is, as 
Henry James insisted, to convey "a direct impression of 
life." 
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Rare indeed are Miss Bowen's critical essays through the 
years which do not refer to the impersonality of the writer's 
art. In the first preface she ever wrote, she regrets the 
novel's incapacity for the short story 1 s "moral and aesthetic 
truth," its tendency to be maneuvered by the novelist into a 
"forced and false" conclusiveness (CI, p. 43). Twenty'<~ears 
later she welcomes any method which will insure "impersonality" 
and eliminate explicit moralizing. In a published letter she 
commends that "inconclusiveness" in the short story which, 
in itself, imparts "shape" and "meaning": 
Even stories which end in the air, which are 
comments on and pointers to futility, imply that 
men or women are too big or good for the futility 
in which they are involved • Even to objectify 
futility is something.8 
. . 
Examples might be added indefinitely to show Miss Bowen's 
concern for artistic detachment and her concept of good 
literature as "the formula for, but never the transcript of" 
emotion. She is especially drawn to the "semi-poetic" short 
story the emotionality of 't'lhich is neither "fathomed" nor 
"statedtt but is still communicated. "There must be in 
literature," she writes, "the mind's disengaged comment on 
engaged emotion" (CI, p. 116). Reviewing a volume on period 
costume design, she draws a lucid comparison between the 
arts of dress and of literary form: 
The artist, of any kind, is a person enough 
disengaged from his own personality to be able to 
objectify himself or it. Dressing i~ the one art 
the unqualified must practice. To present an 
appearance, a wholei that shall not only be pleasing 
but significant (which is, after all, the aim, 
however imperfectly realized, of a woman buying a 
hat or a man buying a tie) is at least as difficult 
technically, requires as close a grip by the 
imagination, as disabused an attitude, as the writing 
of a book that should be fit to be published, or the 
painting of a picture that is to be seen. (£!., p. 112) 
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8Why Do I Write? (London: Percival Marshall, 1955), p. 25. 
(This pamphlet represents an exchange of letters on the subject 
of the fiction and social responsibility by Elizabeth Bowen, 
Graham Greene, and V. S. Pritchett.) 
In reviewing E. M. Forster's collected essays published 
under the title of Abinger Harvest, she is struck by the 
"anonymity" of his style, and recalls with relish his connnent 
that literature "tries to be unsigned." Beneath the irony, 
gentleness, and impersonality of his manner, however, she 
detects a mind "passionately civilized" (CI, p. 122). She 
explains Jane Austen's detachment, on the other hand, as not 
only a matter of her "tempering irony" but also of her 
deliberately limited canvas. "It is all very well," Miss 
Bowen observes, "to talk grandiosely about the world in 
general; one's nearest hope of knowing the world in general 
is to synthesize one's knowledge about the world in 
particular." Jane Austen's power, paradoxically, lay in 
being "unprovincial"; she weighed precisely the implications 
of her small world. To Miss Bowen, this novelist's rejection 
of the world at large as a fictional subject gave her a 
tremendous advantage over her contemporaries. "To underrate 
a deliberately quiet life is, absurdly, to confuse experience 
9 
with knowledge." 
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Throughout her reviews and articles written in the Thirties 
Miss Bowen appears to champion the writer's moral and emotional 
aloofness. Yet she is always careful to maintain a balance 
9 
"Jane Austen: Artist on Ivory," Saturday Review of 
Literature, August 15, 1936, p. 4. 
between intellect and intuition, reason and emotion, 
aloofness and compassion. Somerset Maugham's "ley" 
objectivity is extremel·y attractive to her; though she ~ · 
detects in his fiction a crippling inadequacy: 
A good deal too rare .•• is a novel not 
setting up to be anything but a novel, not made the 
parade ground of indignation or fantasy. Mr. 
Maugham. • • might correct our tendencies to 
maunder, to exhibit or to denounce. Here is a 
personali~y so pickled in experience it attracted that 
it can use style impersonally. . • • Mr. Maugham 
anatomize~ emotion without emotion; he handles 
without pity a world where he finds no pity. His 
disabused hardness and clearness do, it is true, 
diminish any subject a little. If great art has 
to have an inherent kindness, his is not great art. 
But what a writer he is! 
(£!., p. 133) 
Elizabeth Bowen's detachment is not Hemingway-toughness 
but austerity; mere toughness, she says,. "has a wet inverse, 
a maudlin streak." She finds in Maxim Gorki's short stories 
a prevailing austerity of mood which, by inviting judgment, 
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moves us indirectly to pity. "The reaction to human suffering," 
she writes, "must be awe, first, not simply the good cry., 
(CI, p. 154). An overt emotionality is to Miss Bowen a 
cause for alarm; that is why, in her search for ironic 
detachment, she singles out the short stories of Osbert 
Sitwell as genuinely "poetic." She cites their matter-of-
factness and circumstantiality; she admires their ability "to 
hold a fact at arm's length--and like it for its own sake." 
Because the author does not strain to emotionalize "his 
nostalgias and dreams, 11 his writing is at once "disinfected 
and pitiful" (£!., p. 186). 
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Nevertheless, Miss Bowen fully recognizes the need for 
emotion in art. In 1936 she says of E. M .. Forster: "Passwon 
will out, however much, however wisely irony may temper it. 
Beliefs that root in the nature cannot be silenced: his give 
him an unmistakable touch on a page" (£!, p. 122). That same 
year, having acknowledged the "mathematical ·coldness" and 
"chemical deadliness" of Aldous Huxley's essays, she adds: 
"Actually, he can never write--can anyone?--without emotion"; 
And she concludes the review with his remark, "To think 
correctly,is the condition of behaving well. It is also in 
itself a moral act. • • " (CI, p. 148). 
In general, however, she is concerned, not with the basic 
emotionality of a work, but with the need for greater detach-
ment in conveying that emotionality. A moving plea appears in 
the essay "Wh~t We Need in Writing" published just before the 
lights of Europe went oute Fearlessly taking the public to 
task for limiting the novelist's scope, she deplores itsi~ 
"middle-class repugnance" to "essential" subjects and condemns 
a tendency among writers to sacrifice lasting accomplishment 
to nan untrue morality." Everywhere, she believes, disinterested-
ness is in peril: 
What we want • . • is the work of writers more 
normal and disengaged •••• Objectiveness is 
impossible for the imperfectly free. Also, freedom--
from self-interest, from obsession, from nostalgia, 
from arbitrary loyalties--is necessary if life is 
to be examined and the result shown. Our writers 
now fail in flexibility, in the coldnes~ Flaubert 
desired, and in perception .•.• We want more 
emotion implied (not written up), more relevant 
fact stated, more vital relations shown. We want 
pain disabused of sentiment, fun of facetiousness. 
We cannot have this until the public go half-way 
to meet the writer ••• 10 
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But the war separa~es ·Elizabeth Bowen's early criticism, 
devoted as it was to the ideal of an aloof craftsmanship, from 
.. 
her later intense concern with a more overt and active moral 
responsibility. The change is at first almost imperceptible. 
When she begins again in the midst of the war· to write reviews, 
articles, and prefaces, she finds Flaubert's literary dicta 
on the artist's impersonality somewhat "priggish and calcu-
lating." Such Flaubertian axioms as the remarks (in a letter 
to Louise Colet) that 11there are neither beautiful nor bad 
subjects," and that "everything is a question of style, or 
11 
better, presentation" now disconcert her. The detachment 
of L1 Education Sentimentale is excessive because, she writes, 
10The Spectator, November 20, 1936, p. 902. 
11
"Preface to The Flaubert Omnibus," CI, p. 34. 
60 
it even "subdues irony." His art i~ "if anything, too God-
like, too glassily impassive, too calm and clear" (CI, p. 35). 
In the last decade Mi~s Bowen has ceased to draw attention 
to the coldly dispassi~nate elements of fiction and has 
increasingly stressed the moral force and.·personal sensitivity 
underlying successful art. Back in 1937 she had felt that 
writers failed in nthe coldness Flaubert desired." In 1947, 
however, she refers to the "sensuous concreteness" in the best 
of D. H. Lawrence's work. There is in Lawrence, she adds, a 
lesson for our own time: "We want the form of naturalism, 
with at the same time a kind of internal burning--in Lawrence, 
every bush burns" (CI, p. 159). 
In short, Miss Bowen's pronouncements on morality in fiction 
mediate today between 11Flauber:tian coldness" and "internal 
burning." ~ good novelist, she implies,, struggles to convey 
both. In a recent radio broadcast she reminds us of the lurking 
danger of tendentiousness: the novel cannot be :"merely a tract 
illustrating an idea." The moral element should be "deeply 
submerged" in the story, never near the surface. Ideally, the 
theme of a novel is "down so deep that you may have to analyze 
12 
the story to find what it actually is." 
12 
The Listener, October 25, 1956, p. 652. 
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One can foresee Miss Bowen's conclusion. The novel of 
personal relationships, to which she avows unremitting loyalty, 
shuns all sociological attachments and intentions. The novel-
ist' s subject, she writes, "is not society, nor the individual 
as a social unit, but the individual as he himself is, behind 
13 
the social mask." In a recent survey of the British literary 
scene she traces with unconcealed relief the growing reaction 
against "cause" fiction, and the resurgence of interest in the 
English novel at--and here she perhaps begs the question--
14 
11its most English." An eloquent plea for greater detachment is 
implicit in the following tribute to Katherine Mansfield: 
"Impersonality cannot but be the aim of a writer of anything 
like her caliber, and she fought to keep her stories clear of 
herself. But, human temperament and its workings being her 
subject, how could she wholly outlaw her own?n Here was an 
artist anything but dispassionate by nature. But, to Miss 
Bowen, she strove in her art to objectify her ethics and 
partisanships, never to express them directly as political 
awareness or social criticism: 
13 
"The Writer's Pe~uliar World," Francis Brown (ed.), 
Highlights of Modern Literature (New York: Mentor Books, 1954), p. 33 
14
"English Fiction at Mid-Century," New Republic, September 21, 
1953, p. 16. 
She loved righteousness and hated iniquity: 
what, for her, constituted those two? She was on 
the side of innocence and honor .••• No less 
could she embody what she detested •••. Unimagin-
ativenass, with regard to others, seemed to her one 
of the grosser sins. The denial of love, the stunting 
of sorrow, or the cheating of joy was to her not short 
of an enormity--she had an intense regard for the 
human birthright.l5 
With these words, the critic of Katherine Mansfield seems 
unconsciously to have described her own '·'moral angle." 
Advance.. Narrative continuity and narrative pace, 
though commonly regarded as secondary technical problems, 
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occupy a~. large section of the "Notes." Possibly Miss Bowen's 
dogmatic tone is directed against her own shortcomings. She 
has not hesitated in recent years to point out some of her 
early technical weaknesses. Six years after writing the "Notes," 
she rec~unted her first attempts to adapt a story-writer's 
vision of the novel: 
My difficulty was •.• that I could spotlight, 
but not illumine steadily. I could expose people, 
but I was not yet interested in their continuity ••.. 
My view, to be a view at all, had to be dramatic, and 
t could not see how interplay between persons was to 
be sustained throughout the whole of a book •..• I 
realized that the prerequisite for a novel was slow 
combustion, and I could not yet see how to achieve that.l6 
15
stories by Katherine Mansfield (New York: Vintage Books, 
1956), intro., xxi. 
16Early Stories: Encounters and Ann Lee's (New York: Alfred 
Knopf: 1951), pre£., xvii. 
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A year later she refers condescendingly to the "childish" 
device of holding characters together in both The Hotel and 
The Last September by keeping them "under the same roof." 
Makeshift as this expedient proved to be~ it seems natural to 
a writer who, as she admits~ "looked on human beings as 
constantly on the move~ intersecting each other's lines of 
fate~ and then always diverging~ parting, turning out and 
17 
away." We may infer, therefore, that the following rules 
of continuity were intended to offset her own weaknesses. 
Paraphrased, they may be stated in these terms: 
1. Everything in the novel must be viewed by 
the writer as an event in a larger succession of 
events. 
2. Omitted events must be felt as having 
happened . 
. 3. Fictional time, which is uneven and 
subjective, must be paced by actual time, which 
is even and objective. 
4. Character must be made subject to time 
and action; it must exhaust itself in the course 
of the novel by expending its potentialities. 
The first injunction relates directly to the static 
quality of much of her early work. In her first short 
stories, scene and a~mosphere are often treated as ends in 
17The Last September (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1952), 
pref., v. 
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themselves. Thus, she is faced in her early novels with 
having to make scene and atmosphere serve as parts of a more 
comprehensive whole. The very terminology of the "Notes" 
off~rs a clue to her problem. She writes of the "succeeding-
ness" of:events, the "exhaustion" of character, and the 
"promotion" of plot--all, specific instances of "advance." 
Action, character, and scene she argues, should be conceived 
"in a larger succession of events." 
Since, according to the second rule, every significant 
happening within the compass of the story cannot be described 
or stated, omissions must be made to be felt by the reader. 
In short, Miss Bowen insists on a more exact and more 
explicit notation of causes and effects in the novel than in 
the short story. The novelist must take pains to show those 
events "whose source could only have been in what has not 
actually been stated" (£!., p. 259). 
The third injunction concerns the duality of f~ctional 
time. The novel should advance at a steady pace even though 
the subjective time-concept in the minds of its characters is 
often distorted or "falsified." The distorted.clock-face is 
familiar enough in modern fiction, but the value of Miss 
Bowen 1 s advice lies in its emphasis on the regularity .:·of actual 
~ime as a principle of dramatic contrast. Specifically, the 
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injunction cautions the novelist against becoming so immersed 
in his characters' subjectivism that he overlooks outer reality. 
The remedy: "A clock should be heard, always impassively ticking 
away at the same speedu (CI, p. 260) . 
Fourth, the novelist should promote "advance" by constantly 
registering the effects of time and event upon his characters. 
As the plot marches to its end, the protagonist, above all, 
must be shown to have fewer and fewer alternatives--at the end, 
"almost none." Cocoon-like, character "spins itself out"; and 
this expenditure of potentiality must be "palpable" to the 
reader. The rule dovetails ·nicely with Miss Bowen's earlier 
statement that character must show "the pull of alternatives" 
(CI, p. 251). 
The fifth, and last, suggestion for sustaining narrative 
pace involves the use of scene. No doubt fresh settings help 
to move the story along; but what about a novel, Miss Bowen 
asks, which is limited to a single, circumscribed locale? 
"The same scene can, by means of a series of presentations, 
each having freshness, be made to ripen, mature, to actually 
advance" (CI, p. 260). Furthermore, even a static scene 
may, by contr-ast, dramatize a change in character. The 
danger, she warns, lies in excessive change: 
Change should not be a factor, at once, in 
~ scene and character; either unchanged 
character should see, or be seen against 
unchanged scene. Two changes obviously cancel 
each other out, and would cancel each other's 
contribution to the advance of plot. 
(CI, pp. 260·261) 
Yet, in Miss Bowen's applied criticism--her prefaces, 
reviews, and miscell~neous essays--she seldom evaluates the 
work of')others in these exact terms. A noteworthy exception 
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is the preface to Uncle Silas, in which she devotes considerable 
space toLe FarlU's "tricks" of narrative. The secret of this 
novel's inexhorable pace, she finds, lies in its swift transi-
tions in mood-~in the author's "genius for the unexpected." 
Shifts from sensuousness to sentimentality, from horror ~o 
cosiness, are punctuated by scenic effects. For example, 
light is equated with the heroine's fortunes: 
All through LeFanu's writing, there is an 
ecstatic sensitivity to light, and an abnormal 
recoil from its inverse, darkness ••.• Though 
static in ever-autumn, [the] scenes change ••.• 
Indeed, we are looking at their reflection in the 
lightening or darkening mirror of Maud's mind. 
(CI, p. 15) • 
Although set in a perpetual autumn, the story manages a 
dynamic unfolding of horrors by means of a series of "let-ups," 
during which both heroine and reader experience "returned 
illusions of safety" (CI, p. 17). The method obviously 
impresses Miss Bowen; in her later novels she will make use of 
67 
the same scenic devices in order to punctuate emotional rise 
and fall. 
Elsewhere her remarks on the subject of "advance" are 
l~ss specific. Contrasting the novel and the short story, she 
18 
bewails the novel's "sometimes forced continuity." The 
phrase is echoed in her review of W. G. Stonier's "Notebook" 
(an unclassifiable collection of day-by-day impressions and 
reflections), which she commends for avoiding "a forced and 
19 
false continuity." The novel is not as pure an art as the 
short· story, she asserts, for it lacks brevity, intensity, 
and unity. Yet, she admits her predilection for a story 
"built on encounters, impressions, momentary impacts, 
20 
shocks. 11 and she will conceive of the novel's structure 
as a series of such story-like units. · A writer "intensely 
21 
subject to scene and time," she will inevitably associate 
the novel's episodes with the same vision of time and place 
implicit in her first short stories. In the "Notes," for 
example, she refers to scene as "the Now" and to a fresh scene 
1811Preface to 'The Faber Book of Modern Short Stories,'" 
£!., p. 38. 
19 
"The Shadow Across the Page," CI, p. 136. 
20The Last September, pref., vi. 
21The Last September, pref., vi. 
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as t~a new 'here and now"' (CI, p. 2~0). Today, her viewpoint 
has scarcely changed; the good novel, she writes, 
••• is a succession of effective Nows--call them 
scenes, if you like--and those Nows are linked 
together by intermediate action. We may move back-
wards and fo~ards, but the present moment must g~ip 
and hold us.22 
When we come to examine the early novels, we shall see that 
Miss Bowen's vivid impressionism often disregards the need for 
''forward movement." In theory however, she is aware of her 
problem from the very outset: the novel's structural challenge 
lies in linking intense scenes. "It moves forward," she 
remarks of Joyce's Ulysses. "It moves throughout a day--and 
23 
the test of a story is that it does move forward •11 
Relevance. In the concluding section of the "Notes" 
Miss Bowen reminds her reader that the artist strives eternally 
to reconcile impulse and consideratione Unlike the detective 
story (in which relevance of detail is an intellectual matter), 
writing a novel is to her, largely intuitive. The intelligence 
has a secondary function--it detects the intuition's errors but 
it cannot itself "put them right." Thus, the question of 
22
"Truth and Fiction," The Listener, November 8, 1956, p. 751. 
23
"Truth and Fiction," The Listener, October 25, 1956, p. 652. 
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relevance is nthe headache of the novelist." Moreover, practical 
advice on how to avoid irrelevance is "certainly the most 
useful--and possibly the only--help that can be given" 
(CI, p. 263}. First of all, the novelist must distinguish 
between character as an end in itself and character as a 
contribution to plot. Second, he must be on guard against 
dialogue which, though highly illustrative of character, is 
{!non-contributory" to the plot. Scene, too, endangers unity 
unless it enhances "the mood of the 'now,' the mood that 
either projects or reflects action" (CI, p. 262). In short, 
the novelist must avoid infatuation with details of character, 
dialogue, and scene. For, no matter how vital or a~tractive 
they appear, they fail, in themselves, to crystallize the 
novel's meaning: 
In the notes on Plot, Character, Scene, and 
Dialogue, everything has come to turn, by the end, 
on relevance. It is seen that all other relevances 
are subsidiary to the relevance of the plot--i.e., 
the relevance to itself that the plot demands." 
(£!., p. 261) 
Miss Bowen's other critical writings reveal a mind 
painfully aware of the sprawling, the heterogeneous, and the 
wasteful in fiction--but instantly appreciative of "t~utness, 11 
''astringency," or (a recurrent phrase) "iron relevance." 
Le Fanu' s characters "serve plot beautifully. • . not even 
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the slightest character is superfluous" (CI, p. 13). Flaubert 
knows how to "deliver, most immediately and with the least 
loss, the novel's idea"(£!,, p. 29). Miss Bowen's concern 
with formal intricacy emerges repeatedly: 
To examine the structure and motivation of 
L'Education Sentimentale is like opening the back 
of a clock. Here is an interrelation of coils and 
tensions, springs and weights, cogs and hammers. 
In the plot, nothing does not act upon something 
else. 
(CI, p. 32) 
In the preface to The Demon Lover, a wartime volume of short 
stories, she expresses the hope that her novel then in 
progress will be more "comprehensive" than these "flying 
particles" of experience. "But a novel," she adds, "must 
have form; and, for the form's sake, one is always having to 
make relentless exclusions" (CI, p. 47). Not that she can 
suppress an occasional misgiving about the process: "True 
relevance, the ... ·entirety of the nature, lies so deep down that 
it is_ difficult, though perhaps not impossible, to expose it" 
(£!, p. 136). She recognizes .Conrad as a practitioner of an 
art "in which nine-tenths of everything that offers itself 
to the imagination has to be rejected" (9.!., p. 152). That was 
in 1936; twenty years later her devotion to the principle of 
organic unity is unaltered. "Nothing in the novel is an end 
in itself," she asserts in a radio broadcast. "The novel is 
24 
the end and aim of the author." 
In the detailed consideration of Miss Bowen's critical 
ideas, above, a number of consistently held principles have 
emerged. These, as we have seen, are embodied in a treatise 
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on the practical problems of fictional composition. Considered 
together, Miss Bowen's general postulates and her specific 
advice provide a valid starting point for the study of her 
novels. 
24
"Truth and Fiction," The Listener, November 1, 1956, 
p. 706. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE HOTEL 
Almost thirty years after the appearance of her first 
short stories Elizabeth Bowen describes with retrospectiv~ 
calm an early crisis in her writing career. She was haunted 
at the time by the problem of structure; she wished to 
undertake a first novel, but her natural affinity with 
Chekov and Katherine Mansfield worked against her: 
My difficulty, as I had the sense to realize, 
was that I at that time could not extend my vision 
outside the range of an hour. I could spotlight 
but not illumine steadily. I could expose people, 
but I was not yet interested in their continuity: 
I had a flitting mind. My view, to be a view at 
all, had to be dramatic, and I could not see how 
interplay between per.sons was to be sustained 
throughout the whole of a book. . • . I realized 
that the prerequisite for a novel was slow 1 combustion, and I could not see how to achieve that. 
2 
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The Hotel, which reflects these difficulties, is in many 
"t-7ays a recapitulation of the "encounters, impressions, 
1 
Early Stories (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1951), pref., xvii. 
The volume combines in an American edition her two earliest 
books, Encounters (1923) and Ann Lee's (1926), both long out 
of print. 
2 London: Jonathan Cape, 1950. Originally published in 
1927 by Constable; hereafter abbreviated as H. 
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momentary impacts, and shocksn depicted in the short stories. 
Like them, it envisions "creatures constantly on the move, 
intersecting each. \O.ther, s lines of fate, and then always 
3 
diverging, parting, turning out and away. 11 Each chapter 
seems to be hermetically sealed in its own distinct atmosphere. 
Furthermore, each is self-sufficient in mood, muted in climax, 
and inconclusive in its tone of aloof, mocking irony. Although 
the story in The Hotel does advance, its structure has a mosaic-
like discontinuity, a trait which Miss Bowen in later years will 
4 
consciously resist. In her preface to the Faber Book of Modern 
Short Stories, written when she had five novels to her credit, 
Miss Bowen expresses her continued dissatisfaction with the 
novel's traditional structure: her remarks provide a clue to 
the effects she had deliberately sought in The Hotel: 
The art of the short story permits a break 
at what in the novel would be the crux of the plot: 
the short story, free from the longueurs of the novel is 
also exempt from the novel's conclusiveness--too often 
forced and false: it may thus more nearly than the 
novel approach aesthetic and moral truth. It can, 
while remaining rightly prosaic and circumstantial, 
3 The Last September (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1952), 
pref., v-vi. 
4After The Hotel she abandons chapter titles in an effort 
to integrate episodes in the plot as a whole. In her first 
novel, however, there are twenty-five chapters--exactly the , 
number of short stories which she had published at the time, 
oddly enough. 
give scene, acti'on, event, character a poetic new 
actuality. 
(CI, p. 43) 
That was in 1936. As we shall see, Miss Bowen's technical 
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development as a novelist is largely the history of an attempt 
to rid the novel of "conclusiveness" and "longueurs," and to 
give it the structural unity of the short story. 
Plot. In recent years th~ subject of plot in fiction and 
5 
drama has been thoroughly reconsidered by leading critics. 
Although Miss Bowen's remarks on the subject may appear somewhat 
cryptic, or even superficial, they are valuable to an under-
standing of her technique. Under the definition of plot as 
action she includes all those details of story (happenings, 
cir~umstances, objects, scenes, conditions) which contribute 
to its concreteness and verisimilitude. These are selected 
and conventionalized in order to give greatest meaning to the 
design of the novel as a whole. Thus, plot gives a firm, 
clear sense of the actual world. At the same time, however, 
it is an abstraction--a verbal pattern which functions 
symbolically in the work. Accordingly, plot is not gnly 
"action" but, as Miss Bowen says, "destination" (CI, p. 249). 
As the governing principle behind the work--its end as well as 
its means--tJil.bat~:t;fembodi-es.t~ metaphorical structure. 
5see especially Norman Maclean, et al., Critics and Criticism? 
Ancient and Modern (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1952), 
p. 414; also Francis Fergusson, The Idea of a Theatre (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1949), pp. 8, 9, 36, et passim. 
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The main action in The Hotel illustrates this relationship 
between plot as concrete incident (James's ''solidity of 
specification") and plot as a metaphorical structure. Set in 
a British resort hotel on the Italian Riviera, the novel is 
essentially an account of youthful disillusionment. Outwardly 
a comedy of manners with tragic overtones, it progresses through 
misunderstandings, minor betrayals, and imperfect reconciliations, 
reaching an ironic climax during a tourist excursion into the 
Italian foothills. The closing chord'is muted and sardonic. 
Indeed, the texture of the whole book is characterized by 
understatement and deliberate ambiguity themselves contributing 
to ap effect of civilized irony, complexity, and helplessness. 
To this end, scene, and the subjective commentary on scene, 
serve as an alternative to the narrator's voice. 
The main action is not merely circumscribed, genteel, 
and tame; in its simplicity, its lack of either "mystification" 
or "ingenuity, 11 it is purposel;y uneventful. In its l:!ll>:i'~nd of 
incident, setting and imagery it serves tan d~onic1 S purpose. 
A summary of the story will help to establish th~s fact. 
Sydney Warren, an intelligent, sensitive young woman, has 
attached herself to Mrs. Kerr~ a distinguished matron who 
remains strangely aloof from her, as from everyone else. Yet 
each seems drawn to the other--whether by taste, temperament, 
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loneliness, or "unnatural" affection is left unsaid. This, 
the central mystery of the _plot, is treated with extreme 
reticertce; as the "Notes" reveal, mystification is justified 
only "for emphasis" (CI, p. 249). While Sydney pays court to. 
this "grande dame," ladies in the hotel drawing-room darkly 
spec~late over her motives. Sydney chooses her idol's books 
for her, she plays a poor game of tennis in her presence, and she 
gives her carnations and haunts her room. Mrs. Kerr, a widot-1, 
looks forward to a visit from her son Ronald, who, as an 
Oxford student, is now on his wanderjahr. 
Sydney senses that she has been dropped. 
When he arrives, 
Confused and hurt, 
she accepts a proposal of marriage from Mr. Milton, a 
vacationing Anglican clergyman in his forties. But Milton, 
though a sympathetic figur~ is art inept suitor. Sydney's 
engagement totters when Mrs. Kerr, with inscrutable calm, 
sows doubts in Milton's mind by suggesting that her son is 
more of a match for Sydney and that Milton has only caught 
her on the rebound. The waning resort season in alien, unreal 
surroundings and the machinations of Mrs. Kerr snap the 
fragile bonds of romance. Sydney after all, is "rather afraid"; 
Milton, too, is inexperienced "in this sort of thing." 
Who is to blame? Through the superficial amenities of 
resort life, a current of violence and treachery passes. 
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Milton, deeply hurt, is guided by an official reticence in 
personal matters and a crippling sense of personal inadequacy. 
Mrs. Kerr suspects that she is being blamed for having 
"meddled." Ronald, though slightly Sydney's juniott: and a 
mere onlooker, sees all too clearly his mother's role in the 
affair. He stands on a balcony and listens to Sydney's white-
lipped scorn as she bids Mrs. Kerr a farewell~anaachan~shber 
for a "broadening experience • " 
The next morning, ahead of the general exodus, the prin-
cipals go their separate ways--Milton to England, Ronald to 
Germany, Sydney to artother part of the Riviera. Mrs. Kerr, 
who has been invited to stay with friends in Paris, looks 
forward to seeing another young woman, Margot Emery. 
This, then, is the "non~poetic statement" which serves 
as the vehicle for the novel's "poetic truth." But what is 
the precise nature of its "poetic" element? We can read 
The Hotel as a witty dissection of the prosperous Britisher 
of the Twenties, who based his life on an 11 immense assumption •11 
Or we can read it as a history of boredom and "nerves, 11 and 
of a failure in personal relationships. As the characters 
move through the rituals of the resort season, they are 
depicted as creatures of routine and victims of taboo. Their 
lives lack a vital center: though they seek intimacy, they 
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find glib exchanges of confidence; craving human warmth, they 
find inhuman coldness. For some, the resort is a sanctuary 
from a restless, rootless world, but for others it is a 
shoddy replica of life outside. 
S~ill, Miss Bowen's primary object in The Hotel is neither 
to satirize a class nor to present a drama of the hidden 
conflicts between Innocence and Experience. Her "poetic 
objective" is less a matter of intellectual logic than of 
feeling expressed through the relationship of theme to action, 
character, dialogue, scene, and imagery. "Plot," Miss Bowen 
writes in the "Notes," is also "diction--action of language, 
language of action" (£!., p. 249). Her first nove~ demonstrates, 
in its use of symbols and in its cyclical movement of events 
(through minor crises and resolutions to a moment of tentative 
equilibrium), an "imaginative logic" which, though failing here 
ultimately to satisfy the reader, looks forWard to her later 
mastery of a highly complex fictional art. The "what is to be 
said" in The Hotel is, then, a "poetic pbjective" in the sense 
that its meaning is inseparable from the form of the novel; 
its embodiment is symbolic, repetitive and incremental; and 
it is implicitly ambiguous or multi-levelled. 
Characters. The main technical weakness in The Hotel is 
ineffective motivation. The portrait of Sydney Warren is 
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blurred • The laws propounded much later in the "Notes 11 call 
for a technical mastery beyond the writer at this early stage. 
"In each of the characters, 11 she will observe, "the play and 
pull of alternatives must be felt •••• The character's 
prominence in the novel (pre-decided ~y the plot) decides the 
character's range--of alternatives" (CI, pp. 251-252). Two· 
essentials are stated here: the necessity for felt alternatives, 
and the primacy of plot. (In a previous passage the author 
rejects the notion that action is meant to "express" character, 
·and counters with the assertion that "the characters are there 
to provide the action.") Sydney, as we shall observe, fails 
to exemplify another rule· to the effect that "the action of 
a character should be unpredictable before it has been shown, 
inevitable when it has been shown" (CI, p. 252). A tentative 
explanation for these weaknesses is that Miss Bowen cannot view 
her heroine at a sufficient distance to objectify her as a 
fictional character: Sydney bears all the earmarks of the 
author's self-recollection. We are asked to believe that 
she has a richness of possibility, a capacity for success or 
failure, which is never tested or measured in the story. 
The failure of Sydney as an integrated fictional character 
can be traced in the details of her portrait. In our first 
glimpse of her she has waited nearly an hour to accompany Mrs. 
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Kerr to the tennis courts, but goes on ahead; when Mrs. Kerr 
finally t&tes a seat in the bleachers, Sydney's game falls 
apart. In an ensuing conversation her desire to please the 
older woman and to give an impression of worldly insouciance 
is balked: she merely reveals a girlish brashness which charms 
Mrs. Kerr. The novel offers no explanation for her looking 
upon Mrs. Kerr as a goddess nor for Mrs. Kerr's having singled 
her out for favors. We must assume--precariously--that Sydney 
is socially ambitious and that Mrs. Kerr is following a whim. 
I Much later, we leafn that there have not been, beyond a 
schoolgirl flirtation, any men in Sydney's life. This fact 
may explain the scene in which a group of ladies, knitting 
busily in the hotel drawing room, make insinuations: "And how 
few men there are out here" observes one busybody. "Can one 
wonder the girls are eccentric'?" Later, while on a nature 
walk, Sydney inadvertently witnesses the coltish love-play 
of Victor and Veronica. They kiss with utter spontaneity, and 
she wonders, "by what roads now unknown she might arrive at 
this .•• whether at such a moment she would be cut off from 
herself as by her other emotions" (H, p. 68). Later, she 
expresses impatience with Milton's diffident wooing: "He feels 
spikes everywhere and rushes to :tmpale himself" (H, p. 95) • 
All of the passages cited above strike the reader with an 
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unexpectedness difficult to gauge except in their context. It 
is as if one c·ame upon fragments from a diary not yet assimilated 
into fiction--vivid in themselves but imperfectly objectified. 
For example, when Mrs. Kerr accuses Sydney of being "out to 
suffer," the remark helps us to understand neither the subject 
nor the speaker. With Ronald's arrival innninent, Sydney feels 
that her future will be "devastated"; yet nothing about the 
girl's temperament (she prides herself, not ironically, on her 
"realism") justifies this fantasy. 
Other signs that Miss Bowen has not integrated character 
6 
and plot cannot be put aside. They remind us of the injunction 
in the "Notes" to the effect that 11the character must do to the 
reader what he has done to the novelist--magnetize towards 
himself perceptions, sense impressions, desires •••• The 
unfortunate case is, where the character has, obviously acted 
6The most conspicuous lapses in Sydney's motivation are 
never blacks but grays: the author tries to force logic on 
manifestly subjective and intuitive matter. See especially 
the following examples: Sydney's disbelief in Mrs. Kerr's 
maternal impulses (pp. 98-99); her snappish reaction to Milton's 
apologies (pp. 109-110); her eschatological reflections, for 
which we are totally unprepared, even in an Italian cemetery 
(pp. 135-136); and finally, her disproportionate reaction in the 
patisserie to Mrs. Kerr's plea for a balanced, moderate friendship 
(p. 183). The materialization of Sydney has not· .. been instant for 
the author, notwithstanding her advice in the "Notes." In perfect justice to the portrait, howevr.r, it should Re11 added tf1afj Sydney's motivation in later chaRters ('I Do Want To, Valley, Next 
Corner," "Rather Afraid') gains in credibility. (See the dis-
cussion under "Scene.") 
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magnetically upon the author, but fails to do so upon the reader" 
I 
(CI, p •. 253; italics mine). 
What, after all, are Sydney's "alternatives"? Miss Bowen 
will later theorize that "it is in being seen to be capable of 
alternatives that the character becomes, for the reader, valid" 
(CI, p. 251). Simply stated, .the heroine's choice ranges 
between hunger for Mrs. Kerr's attention and a squeamish 
avoidance of "ties, 11 a distrust of her own impulses. In the 
story she struggles between emotional servitude to Mrs. Kerr 
and emotional independence--real of assumed. She· must accept 
or reject Milton: she must (she imagines) either catch a 
husband or, as she tells Veronica, "go on where I left off--
try and pass my next exam" (!!, p. 159) • Is she meant to be a 
figure of bewilderment--a puzzled and puzzling young woman 
impertinently demanding the moon and nourishing a vague set 
of illusions? At this stage in Miss Bowen's career, such a 
vision of her heroines is yet unformulated. Furthermore, the 
author's inability to dissociate her own girlhood from Sydney's 
dilemmas and predicaments seems .clear. In this indecisive 
presentation of an indecisive character the author embraces 
the fallacy ·.of imitative form. 
Curiously enough, the equally unfathomable Mrs. Kerr is 
rendered with complete authority. Is this because we see her 
~ 
... 
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from the outside only'? The "Notes" are again helpful: "Certain 
characters gain in importance and magnetism by being only seen" 
(CI, p. 257). The method involved in projecting the essential 
unknowableness of Mrs. Kerr belongs properly under narrative 
"point of view" (see "Visual Angle" below). 
Miss Bowen's most successful projection is the Reverend 
Mr. Milton, a susceptible bachelor on the threshold of middle 
age. He illustrates the novelist's early efforts to convey the 
"palpable physical rea.lity" of persons by avoiding "categoric 
description" (CI, p. 252) . In the following passage Milton is 
rendered in movement, gesture, and drama: 
He had arrived late, having dined on the train, 
and few people were at hand to witness the arrival: 
a big man talking Italian above the folds .of a muffler 
and making abundant balked gestures at the boots and 
concierge. He seemed unwilling to admit how well they 
could speak English. The few onlookers, by hanging · 
poised in their talk for an infinitesimal second's 
observation, bore in a sense of his squalor upon him 
sharply. He was aware of the glow of clean faces, 
the glaze of immaculate shirt-fronts. He felt them 
averting their eyes considerately. Relegated, alien, 
blinking like an owl after his dark drive in the light's 
untempered scrutiny, he stood for a moment, then fled 
upstairs. • •• 
(H, p. 39) 
"Pictures," the "Notes" decree, "must be in movement" 
(CI, p. 252), but there are occasional lapses: 
Milton was a big man of about forty-three with 
the clear, ruddy-and-white complexion of a wax model 
from which the moustache and expressive mouse-coloured 
eyebrows unconvincingly sprouted, looking darker 
than they were. He was long-limbed and strongly 
built but evidently out of training, for he began 
to pant and be silent sooner than any of them when 
they took the steep path up the side of the hill. 
He had intelligent, bright eyes, creased at the 
corners with humour, and the assured, affable, 
occasionally rather inane manner of the innately 
shy and diffident man who has never had to venture 
outside a society where he is secure and appre-
ciated, and who has brought himself to believe, 
in spite of a deep-down protest that such a society 
is the world. One felt that it would be easy to 
impress, affect, or discompose Mr. Milton, and 
yet that he had seldom been impressed, affected . 
or discomposed. 
(H, p. 51) 
The details, though relevant to Milton's later actions, 
are static and over-explicit.; however, such passages are the 
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rare exception in a novel which, above all, avoids inert, non-
dramatic details. Milton, indeed, steals attention from Miss 
Bowen 1 s heroine. In Sydney, prototype of the warmer Loises, 
Karens, and Portias of the later novels, Miss Bowen has failed 
to create a figure "capable of keying the reader up, as though 
he were in the presence of someone he i~ in love with." As 
if in recognition of this early shortcoming, the "Notes" 
argue that ''this is not a rule of salesmanship but a pre-
essential of interest" (g, p. 253). Sydney's lack of 
"interest" is an insurmountable defect in a novel full of 
brilliant minor portraits. 
Scene. In a recent appraisal of her early f~ction the 
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author writes: "I recognize that I am, and ~v-as bound to be, 
a writer intensely subject to scene and time: both do more than 
figure, they play their parts in my plots." (LS, pref., vi). 
As we have seen· in the discussion of "Plot," the main action 
of The Hotel is discontinuous and segmented: each episode in 
the "story11 is primarily mood, or atmosphere. The latter terms, 
as applied to Miss Bowen's fiction, are synonymous inasmuch 
as place and time are always'assimilated into feelings. Her 
frequently quoted caveat that scene can only be justified 
11where it has dramatic use" may be traced bi:ic~.t.otthe the 
Gothic novelists. 
Somewhat more acute is the comment that "the weak novelist 
is always, compensatorily, scene-minded," together with a kind 
of corollary (which the author must have been reluctant to 
admit): ·~Austen's economy of scene-painting, and her 
abstentions from it in what might be expected contexts, could 
in itself be proof of her mastery of the ~ovel" (fl., p. 254). 
The dominant theme of failure in personal relationships 
is, from the first chapter of The Hotel to the last, keyed to 
setting. It:t Chapter I ("Quarrel") the hotel lounge and front 
I 
steps are the theatre for a minor skirmish which epitomizes ·ahc 
sense of apartness. Miss Pym and Miss Fitzgerald, "regulars" 
and spinsters, have had a spat; the latter sulks off into the 
""'- . ~ I '; 
hills and the former attaches herself to the glamorous "Mrs. 
Kerr," who sloughs her off at the first opportunity. The 
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episode, with its ironic pattern of injury borne and inflicted, 
of crisis and resolution, may be enjoyed for its dramatic self-
sufficiency. In it, Miss Bowen's keen sense of place is made to 
serve the human situation she explores; emotional squalor is 
registered in the empty shadows of the deserted lounge, the 
mocking" glitter of the flat sea, and the abhorrent clubbiness 
of the tennis-court bleachers. 
In Chapter II C'Sydney") the scene changes abruptly from 
a static to a dynamic mood, from age to youth, from isolation 
to sociability. Flustered by Mrs. Kerr's quiet pr~sence at the 
courts, Sydney plays wretched tennis; in her disturbed state 
she sees everything--spectators, players, ph~~ical surroundings--
in sombre colors de·~pite the glare overhead. There follows an 
interior scene, "Late For Lunch" (Chapter III), in which Sydney 
with furious impatience awaits Mrs. Kerr's arrival at the din~ng 
room. Sydney's black mood has its counterpart in the author's 
satirical depiction of the hotel's denizens seated at table~-at 
once a· social commentary and a projection of individual con-
sciousness. In the chapters that follow, a considerable variety 
of scenes and an alternation of mood are in evidence (see 
"Advance"). Of larger significance to the plot, however, is 
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the background for Chapter XII ("Any Hope?"): high on a 
promenade overlooking the Mediterranean Sydney flatly rejects 
Milton • s awkward and premature proposal. The author makes use 
of a contrast between the real and the unreal--between the 
clarity of the day and the uncertainty brought on by this 
threatened disturbance to life: 
Their conspicuous if isolated situation, the 
matter-of-fact sunshine and the sense that with all 
said and done they were English Visitors, he and she, 
sitting appropriately on a bench before a view 
designed for their admiration, had up to now kept 
her purely impersonal. So objective did she feel that 
she imagined a delighted Commune gazing down at the 
two of them: 'English Visitors.' In the expansion 
of the free air she had laughed and felt that neither 
of them was realler [sic] than the scenery. Now, 
at some tone in his voice she was surprised by a feeling 
that some newmo~d, not of her own, was coming down 
over them like a b~ll-glass. The bright reality of 
the view, the cons9~ousness of their unimportant, safe 
little figures wer~ shut away from her; they were always 
there but could no longer help. She felt the bell-glass 
finally descend as he, after a glance round at the 
other benches and over the edge of the plateau, said 
quickly, 'The thing is, Sydney~ aren't I ever to know 
you?' 1 
(H, p. 130} 
Shortly thereafter, depressed and reflective, Sydney 
strolls in an Italian cemetery (Chapter XIII), where the 
hard Italian sunshine, staring on black tin pansy-wreathes, 
makes her think "less of death than of the treachet"y of the 
future that must give one to this ultimately." Miss Bowen 
maintains a mock-elegiac tone here. Cordelia, a precocious 
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child who has accompanied Sydney, remarks, "I must say, I 
do like Italian graves; they look so much more lived in." 
Throughout the episode Sydney's melancholy can find no 
obje,ctive counterpart that does not seem factitiously dramatic: 
Candles for the peculiar glory of. the lately 
dead had been stuck in the unhealed eatth: here 
and there a'flame in a glass shade writh~d, · 
opaque in the sunshine. Above all this uneasy 
rustle of remembrance, white angels poised forward 
to admonish. The superlatives crowding·each epitaph 
hissed out bheir "issimi" and "issime'i from under 
the millinery of death. Everywhere, in ribbons, 
marbles, porcelains was a suggestion of the salon, 
and nowhere could the significance of death have 
been brought forward more. startimgly. 
(H, p. 135) 
The impact of natural surroundings on consciousness grows 
as the novel nears its· climax. In "Villa" ·(Chapter XVI), 
Milton and Ronald, separated from a party of tourists who 
wander through deserted formal gardens, succumb to the same 
spirit of gloom. The Villa Tre Cipressi, once owned by Russian 
aristocrats, is now sagging, but its garden still retains a 
spurious exoticism in its disappearing pathways, rank overgrowth, 
and theatrical rises and hollows.· Bent over a murky garden 
pool of uncertain depth, the two men converse with each other's 
reflections, avoiding a direet confrontation. Atmosphere and 
dialogue both convey obliquity, revelation, and shame: for the 
first time Ronald understands his mother's obscure heartless-
ness, inadmiss.ible as it is in the open sunlight. 
/ 
/ 
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As their engagement begins to cool (Chapter XXIII, "Next 
Corner"), Milton and Sydney go by rented Fiat on an excursion 
into a mountain area that is vast, bewildering, and unlovely. 
Scene and mood unite in a single feeling of desperation as the 
party's Italian chauffeur almost loses control on a hairpin 
turn. Sydney, in a state of depression, looks out on "a quite 
unbelievable number of other/hills whose similarity to one 
/ 
'\ ' I 
another made one surprised at th;/size of the world" (!!, p. 238). 
/ 
r-- The object of. the trip is an gbs~ure painting that hangs in a 
.,- \ v / 
/ J . . _../ 
c:: ?\_ di.Jn little mountain chape>l; but the chapel is so dark that 11it 
// t:.: -:::~..,_ _,/ / ~ ... --._, ' / / ~ ;o ruigl}t--"have been anything" (fi, p. 239). The chapter is 
~~ I / 
~~~pconspicuous for its symbolic treatment of landscape, both 
_· ~:t / 
distant and immediate, as a clue to Sydney's distress. On 
their downward trip, the way is blocked by a native's timber-
wagon at the cliff's edge; they witness an appalling sight as 
enraged villagers alternately curb and beat terrified horses. 
The symbolism of the passage is undeniable: for the first time 
in weeks Sydney is confronted by the primitive violence and 
unreason of the "outside" world; the fear of engagement, of 
commitment~ of sex. She takes Milton aside to tell him that 
she is afraid their marriage is 11quite impossible": · 
At this moment of swinging apart he was one with 
her, and was able to say, 'she is right.' Passing by 
her again and again where she sat, he looked or did not 
90 . 
look: either seemed to b~ natural. He·could feel 
rather than perceive her there, sit~ing upright;_ her 
hands on her knees, his handkerchief a.dead-white blot 
in the dark. The tide of shadow had riser( at· ·last and 
engulfed them, 9rawing t~e nills tog~th$~.an~ ~aking the 
valley seem to float up to them, spreading. a. film of 
silence in which the clamour from below··was '·ciiffuse9. 
The last of the· pink light faded slowly ~r.om- ·the ·.J;lills; 
the moon rose opaque and lustreless in the still ):uc~nt 
sky. 
"(H ·.'l? ~: 249) 
~\ .,' ... _ 
The title o.f the chapter, 11Next Corner·,·~- is ;tn· its~l-f a 
revelation of,';Sydney' s dread. Out of her indec;isl.on a death-
wish had taken shape: "If it could be the ~~xt coJ;ner, 11 she · 
had told herself, "we should go over clean·.'' ~ers is· the 
voice of disillusion~ent: she must learn all over aga~n~how 
to live. She has experienced, she tells Milton "the shock of 
., 
being alive." And she adds, "I think- we have been asle~p here" 
(H, p. 247). 
Dialogue. While the "Notes" contain little' that· is .new 
on this subject, they do point to the author's preoccupations 
and suggest problems and solutions peculiar to her own· fiction. 
To those who may object to a technical analysis of dialogue on 
the ground that it cannot be 11taught," Miss Bowen replies, 
"Dialogue requires more art than does any other constituent 
'•· 
of the novel" (CI, p. 255). Her main argument is that it must 
appear "realistic" without being so; while it must "express 
character" and "advance plot," it must also conceal these 
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functions behind "faked realistic qualities." In the 'following 
section we shall consider passages of dialogue in The Hotel 
Which reflect that emphasis. Two difficulties in this demon-
stration must be recognized: the obvious perishability of 
~ialogue removed from context, and the risk of confusion in 
illustrating more than one feature of dialogue at a time. To 
begin with, the·"Notes" are very explicit on the subject of 
dialogue "surface": 
What are the realistic qualities to be imitated 
(or faked) in novel dialogue?--Artless or hit-or-miss 
arrival at words used. Ambiguity (speaker not sure, 
himself, what he means). Effect of choking (as in 
engine): more to be said than can come through. 
Irrelevance. Allusiveness. Erraticness: unpredictable 
course. Repercussion. 
(CI, p. 255) 
"Naturalness," the author points out, is in "real life" 
inherently a matter of triviality, looseness, and dilution of 
meaning. In the novel, however, dialogue must "crystallize" 
by being "pointed, intentional, relevant"--relevant not only 
to charact~r but to plot. The Hotel, which brtms entertain-
ingly with irr~levant "talk," may not seem to substantiate Miss 
Bowen's theory at first glance: 
Mrs. Pinkerton sat turning over the pages of 
The Tatler and talking to Rosina while she 
embroidered. 
"I see," she said, "the Wyntons' girl is to be 
married." 
"Ah?" remarked Rosina, snipping with her gilt 
scissors. "Who is he?" 
"A Barre, apparently." 
~'Are there Barres? I never heard of any. 
Where does it say he comes from?" 
"There are no Barres in Hampshire, 11 said 
Rosina definitely. 
(!!, p. 42) 
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--and so on for an entire page. The Pinkertons ~are secondary 
characters in a scene twice removed from the main action. Yet 
it is easy to reconcile their mundanities with the author's 
theory; the very irrelevance and pointlessness of their 
remarks are an ironic commentary on the novel's theme of 
separation and irreconcilability. 
One senses a finicking dogmatism in Miss Bowen's assert·ion 
that dialogue "should not on any account be a vehicle for ideas 
for their own sake," and that ideas are only permissible 
"where they provide a key to the character who expresses them" 
(CI, p. 255). In the following passage, for example, Eileen 
Lawrence, a secondary character of only the most fugitive 
interest, is clearly a mouthpiece for the author's views. 
Moreover, one is reluctant to sacrifice such a passage in the 
name of technical "relevance": 
•.• Isn't it funny [Eileen remarks to friends at 
the tea-garden] that for everybody there seems to be 
just one age at which they are really themselves? I 
mean, there are women you meet who were obviously 
born to be twenty (and pretty at that)· and who seem 
to have lost their way since, and men you do wish 
you'd known when they were, say thirty, or twenty-
four, or feel sorry you mayn't come across them 
when they're forty or fifty-five, and children 
like that horrid little Cordelia who are simply 
shaping up to be pale, sarcastic women of twenty-
nine, who won't, once they're that, ever grow 
any older. 
(CI, p. 195) 
"Dialogue is a thin bridge. • • to permit advance," 
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says Miss Bowen. ''It must be something happening. 11 Further-
more, there must be present ..• in each sentence ••. either 
( 
(a) calcrulation, or (b) involuntary self-revelation" (CI, 
p. 256), She sometimes adopts the convolutions, the unrealistic 
yet communicative probings, characteristic of so much of James's 
dialogue. Like him, she constantly strives to convey the 
implications of utterances; the results may be intellectually 
I 
slighter than those of James but they strike a better ~alance 
between the lifelike and the stylized in dialogue. ~fuile 
strolling back from the clubhouse Milton and Sydney discuss 
Ronald'~ boyish sophistication. Their b~ief conversations 
have thus far been blurry and inhibited (illustrative in 
themselves of their mutual tension and reserve); but now their 
I 
exchange of views will advance plo~ by allowing Milton to 
abandon his reserve, and Sydney, per prejudice--both by 
involuntary self-revelation: 
"It is an alarming idea," said he, unable to 
maintain a silence of whose peculiar quality he 
became intolerably conscious, "that the young should 
be getting progressively more and more sophisticated. 
It.is as bad as to be told, if one is a reader of 
adventure stories, that no part of dark Africa remains 
undiscovered, and that one-inch maps of all parts of 
th~ world will be available shortly." 
l "I suppose it would be if one ever.seriously 
coilsidered youth were romantic. 11 
"But I never said I did. Romantic--I'm not 
that kind of middle-aged man. When I compared it to 
Africa, I didn't mean I liked Africa: I dislike the 
thoughts of the wilds intensely, but they make me so 
appreciative of the state of civilization in which I 
am liv~ng that I should be sorry if they disappeared." 
"So you feel civilized?" said Sydney, beginning 
to like him. Till now she had been discouraged by 
his facile (what she called "professional") manner, and 
by a middle-aged whimsicality that reeked of the 
Barrie play. 
"Much more so," said James Milton, cursing 
himself for going on like this, and for that very 
manner and h~bit of mind-of his, of which no one 
could have been more contemptuously aware. 
"More than whom?" said Sydney idly; but he 
re;fused to continue. • • • 
(H, pp. 106-107) 
As we follow the development of Miss Bowen's technique 
94 
through each of her eight novels, we shall observe that while, 
at one extreme, dialogue assumes an increasingly dramatic form, 
at the 'Other it grows more allusive and analytical. She will 
not hesitate to use a natural, supple, even racy, idiom when 
' it serves her ends. Nor will she relinquish the right to place 
I in the mouths of her characters utterances which, though they 
' 
strain the limits of dramatic probability, eloquently set 
" forth I7.er theme. Miss Bowen will not attempt a purely 
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"dramatic" novel like The Awkward Age; she will resemble James, 
however, in aiming atra dialogue so effective "as to make analysis 
or explanation of the relationships between the characters 
unnecessary" (CI, p. 255). 
Visual Angle. Authorial omniscience means, in Miss 
Bowen's phrase, "the right of entry" into the_ viewpoints of 
her characters. Neither Joyce's delving into the subconscious 
nor Virginia Woolf's dramatizing of sensibility will be her 
mode of narration. Instead, she will cultivate the aloof and 
ironic point of view of Flaubert, whose aesthetic distance 
is closer to her vision of fictional material. 
The advantage of the shifting viewpoint in. The Hotel is 
obvious; Mis.s Bowen depicts the debilitating moral effects of 
the resort milieu. The honeycombed, compartmentalized structure 
of the plot reflects the self-containment of the hotel, its 
rooms and grounds. The camera angle shifts constantly, 
leaping partitions, cutting back, and changing focus from 
far to near. Yet the overtly cinematic camera-angles praised 
~.t} highly in the "Notes" have little reference here. Miss 
Bowen never extinguishes herself utterly, even when dramatizing 
thoughts and feelings. She prefers to view all her characters 
from a remove, and her very assumption of omniscience preserves 
her own aesthetic detachment and overgirding irony. The method 
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• ht b t b d "b d fl lt" 1 1 • • • II 7 m~g es e escr~ e as mu ~p e se ect~ve omn~sc~ence ; 
the author never writes from a fixed center within a single 
character, i.e., she does not use stream-of-consciousness 
narrative except at rare and brief intervals. On the other 
hand, she avoids stepping forward in propria persona to 
editOJtialize or even explain. Miss Bowen 1 s is the conventional 
neutral omniscience, which contrasts 'tV"ith the intense sub-
jectivity of Virginia Woolf on one hand and the elaborate 
social "categoricalness" of the Balzacs and Bennetts on the 
other. Thus subjectivity, immediacy~ and associational 
processes function as a part of character without becoming 
aesthetic ends in themselves. Indirect discourse, normal 
syntax, and a consistent use of the impersonal third-person 
hmealways characterized Miss Bowen's narrative mode: 
Tessa Bellamy did not feel so well again today, 
and lay wishing more than ever that she knew what 
were the matter with her. Several complaints had, 
it is t~ue, been suggested ••.. Not one of them had 
proved itself entirely satisfactory. She wanted 
something that would settle down with her, simple 
and unexigent like an old family servant ••.• One 
had to have something in one's life .•.. Sydney 
meanwhile pushed open the jalousies; if she did not 
eo this, Tessa would quite contentedly make up her 
face in the half-light and go downstairs like a 
nice little clown •••• Sydney's relations had been 
delighted that she should go abroad with her cousin 
7r am indebted for this term to Norman Friedman, "Point 
of View in Fiction," PMLA, LXX (December 1955), 1176. 
Tessa. It had appeared an inspired solution of the 
Sydney;,problem. The girl passed too many of these 
examinations, was on ·the·:verge of a breakdown. . . . 
Sydney untied the red handkerchief and combed back the 
hair from her forehead. She frowned at her own 
reflection: Was this what all these people really 
saw when they looked at her •••• 
(H, pp. 28-30) 
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The above passage, an":extreme compression of the original, 
shows that Miss Bowen exercises "right of entry" at the same 
time that sh~ observed and interprets from a position above 
her characters. We are directed from somewhere above Tessa 
to Tessa's thoughts; from somewhere above Sydney to a point 
just within Sydney's emotionality ("'like a nice little clown"); 
then we see them both as their relations had seen them, in the 
recent past ("she would be the ideal companion"); finally, 
we return to Sydney, entering past her outer appearance into 
her reverie ("Was this what, all these people really saw"). 
However, the minds and sensations of characters who, for 
the sake of plot, are "romantic, fatal-seeming, sinister," 
remain "closed." Mrs. Kerr, a mystery to everyone, is a ~, 
not a seeing, character (CI, p. 257). Her enig~atic qualities 
are preserved: Miss Bowen skilfully denies herself "right of 
entry" into Mrs. Kerr's essential unknowability. This limitation 
reaches a point of almost intolerable suspens:e when Mrs. Kerr 
tries to c9nvey to her own son her fear of being blamed for 
Sydney's departure. Even Ronald cannot "get through" to her. 
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In the wake of Sydney's humiliating accusation and outraged 
sense of fair play, Mrs. Kerr seems about to confess her faults 
but retreats behind a mask of elegant composure. The "Notes" 
will later connnent that "any trick (of visual angle) is 
justified if it adds a statement" (CI, p. 257). The final 
stroke in the portrayal of Mrs. Kerr, with its unusual visual 
angle and its restrained symbolism, anticipates the technique 
of the later novels: 
• • • But his mother had turned away from him 
in contempt; .her eyes were fixed on the door as though~ 
under their long, strange, relentless compulsion it 
must again open to deliver up Sydney. When he came 
forward she warded him off with a hand. He did not 
like to look at her, and did not know where else to 
look, so he stumbled back on to the balcony where he· 
found, still alight, a cigarette that he had taken 
out of his mouth an age ago and balanced aslant on the 
rail. He rolled it round between his fingers, consider-
ing it, took two or three puffs and threw it into the 
darkness, then remained standing still there, waiting 
to be called back. After waiting fior some time his 
tension began to relax again, but looking round at the 
sky, the sea, the tops of the trees he still saw every-
where his mother's head in the circle of light from the 
reading lamp printed everywhere on the darkness. 
(H, p. 261) 
Advance. As t.he "Notes" ,indicate, methods for promoting 
the advance of the plot--for setting and maintaining narrative 
speed--will later receive the novelist's constant attention. 
Although five distinct solutions of the problems are analyzed~ 
there, only one seems to have been applied in The Hotel. 
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Quite possibly, therefore, the peculiarly static quality of 
this work--its lack of continuity (or what Miss Bowen 
graphically terms "succeedingness")--is a matter of 
inexperience. The "Notes" assert that events "pro·ceed out of 
one another, give birth to one another, in a continuity that 
must be (a) obvious, (b) unbroken"; .but we have seen that the 
central motivation in The Hotel is cloudy, the action dis-
jointed. Second, the theory stipulates that necessarily 
omitted happenings must be weighed by their consequences: 
"subsequent events or happenings whose source could only have 
been in what has not actually been stated" (CI, p. 259) . In 
this regard the novel suffers from divided aims, for the action 
is not strong enough to compete for interest with atmosphere. 
On~y the most fragile chain of cause and effect links the 
episQdes: Mrs. Kerr's first coolness toward Sydney, Milton's 
amorphous proposal, Sydney's ambiguous butooutwardly firm 
rejection, Mrs. Kerr's oblique snub, Sydney's bewildering 
proposal to Milton, the general deterioration in confidence--
these fail to be buttressed by the firm logic of cause and 
effect stressed in Miss Bowen's theory. When the characters 
weigh the consequences of events, their speculations are so 
closely keyed to their moods and surroundings that the 
responsibility for advancing plot passes from their hands. 
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Advance is less a matter of causality than of poetic imagination 
expressed metaphorically in terms of scene. 
Repeatedly, therefore, background is responsible for the 
narrative speed o£ The Hotel. The "Notes" refer to the 
necessity for either "freshness" of scene or "fresh presentation11 
of the same scene (CI, p. 260). There are, first, the more 
obvious alternations from darkness to light, from indoors to 
out, from intimacy to impersonality. It seems clear that the 
author exploits scene, image, and emotional texture for their 
rhythmical value. Scenes are constructed arourtd a lounge, 
tennis court, dining room, bathroom, picnic spot, love-glade, 
elevator--precisely in that order in the first seven chapters. 
Thereafter, we witness gossip in the drawing-room, a walk 
through the siesta-silent village, a hotel dance, a cemetery 
visit, tea-time in a crowded patisserie, each a fresh presenta-
tion of hotel background. Two dramatic scenes farther afield: 
Milton's and Ronald's realization of Mrs. Kerr's complicity 
occurs on a tour through a gloomy villa, and Sydney's emotional 
crisis on a motor e~cursion in the mountains. 
Scene, then, lends factitious support to the action in 
The Hotel but ultimately explains the novel's weakness . Miss 
Bowen's brilliant, forceful delineation of background and 
setting ~annot offset the basic imperfections in her story. 
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Despite its subtle characterization, the dramatic issues in 
The Hotel lack weight and clarity. We have observed that 
insufficient motivation was concealed, at least in the first 
half of the novel, by atmosphere, for the logic of the Sydney-
Milton-Kerr relationship was less important than the moods 
surrounding it. But in the last half, when the sequence of 
cause and effect should have suggested the inevitability of 
the characters' actions, dramatic necessity W..as lacking. As 
a resu).t character remains subservient to scene and mood. We 
may conclude that Miss Bowen's skill in 11 advancing" her story 
by showing changes in character is not sufficiently developed 
8 
to "surprise in a convincing way." 
Moral Angle. The organ~c theory of fiction, with its 
assertion that the "form11 of a novel is the "meaning," is, 
acco~ding to Miss Bowen, posited on absolute authorial 
"impersonality." Her views, which are at least faintly 
reminiscent of Henry James (and certainly ofT. S. Eliot in 
our o~ time), seem unduly auste:)::"e. In the "Notes'' she makes 
two important declarations concerning the ethics of the novel: 
"To write without pre-assumptions. • • social, political, 
sexual, national~ aesthetic •.. should be the ambition of any 
novelist who wishes to state poetic truth" (CI, p. 258). And 
8 . The phrase is from E. M. For.ster, Aspects of the Ndvel (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1927), p. 118. 
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again: "If the novelist's moral al'\gle is. maintained by the 
necessity of stating the truth by showing the truth's action, 
it will be, as it should be, impersonalu (CI, p. 259). A 
comparison of Miss Bowen!-s early work with that of E. M. Forster 
reveals the extent of her moral detachment. Undoubtedly she 
found inspiration for character, incident and theme in Forster's 
9 
early novel A Room With a View. Yet Miss Bowen's icy aloofness 
contrasts sharply with the intrusive tendentiousness of Forster. 
A Room With a View is reducible to a dialectic; the author 
10 
sees Lucy and the others aligned on the sides of Good or Evil. 
Though hardly -one::odf didacticism Forster's tone suggests a 
tacit moral condemnation missing in the pages of The Hotel. As 
the season ends and the guests thin out, Sydney is depicted as 
9The par.allels are many: Miss Bowen's hotel on the Italian 
Riviera and Forster's Pension Bertolini in Florence, Sydney's 
guarded hunger for life and Lucy Honeychurch's repressed impulses, 
Mrs. Kerr and Charlotte Bartlett (both killjoys), Rodney Kerr 
and Freddy Honeychurch (both boyishly destructive of sham). Mr. 
Milton combines George Emerson's new-found virility and Cecil 
Vyse's cultured withdrawal from women. Both novels satirize 
clergymen, spinsters, and officials. Both have decisive scenes 
of picnics, kisses, excursions; Forster's bloodstained Alinari 
prints are paralleled by Miss Bowen's darkened oil paintings. 
10But as Lionel Trilling has pointed out, Forster's sense 
of high comedy uwill not tolerate absolutes" (E. M. Forster 
[Norfolk: New Directors, 1943], p. 14). 
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a victim, not so much of the worldly Mrs. Kerr, as of herself. 
True, she tells Mrs. Kerr that she has 11 1earned" from her, but 
exactly·wnat she has learned the author does not reveal. 
Questions of Mrs. Kerr's guilt or innocence, of the lovers' 
incompatibility, of the necessity for Sydney's disillusionment 
are posed but not answered. Yet it would be a serious error to 
assume that the inconclusiveness and ambiguity of The Hotel 
are entirely deliberate effects. What is more probabl~ is that 
the artist's own youthful uncertainty limited her treatment 
of a theme the moral complexity of which was still beyond her 
artistic control. She wished neither to impose a morality 
unjustified by her vision of her story nor to disavow respon-
sibility for the truth of that vision. In her own words, 
• • • The Italian Riviera, on which I had spent 
one winter in a hotel, offered--with its social 
futility, pretty backdrop, and dramatic changes of 
weather--propitious climate for a first novel of 
mine .•• 
I do not know whether the mood of aesthetic 
restlessness in which I wrote them has left any m~k 
on the Ann Lee's stories. It possibly made for 
tenseness, for over-anxiety to justify my medium. I 
was beating myself against human unknowahleness; in 
fact, I made it my subject--how many times? The 
stories are questions asked: many end with a shrug, 
a query, or, to the reader, a sort of over-to-you. 
I cannot consider these to be trick endings; they 
were the admission of my predicament.ll · 
We must credit the theorist with a clear awareness of the 
practitioner's shortcomings. 
11Early Stories, pref. xviii. 
CHAPTER V 
THE LAST SEPTEMBER 
The drift of The Hotel is as elusive as its component 
scenes are distinct. Conscious of its defects, Miss Bowen 
will attempt in her second novel to strengthen plot and 
character and to subordinate scene, but again with mixed 
1 
success. Although the plot of The Last September is more 
complicated than that of The Hotel, it will get out of hand. 
Secondary actions and a multiplication of characters create 
the impression of over-ingenuity, and an element of mystery, 
introduced to galvanize suspense, fails in thematic signifi-
cance--a device existing for its own sake. Sixteen years 
and four novels later, Miss Bowen takes a long look at her 
apprenticeship and warns against such pitfalls: 
What about the idea that plot should be ingenious, 
complicated--a display of ingenuity remarkable enough 
to command attention? If more than such a display, 
what? Tension, or mystification towards tension, are 
good for emphasis. For their own sakes, bad. 
(CI, P'. 249) 
1New York: Alfred Knopf, 1952; abbreviated hereafter as 
LS. Originally published in 1929 by Dial Press (New York) 
and Constable (London)~ 
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Nevertheless, The Last September marks certain advances in 
technique. The author recognizes the importance of tension and 
resolution, portrays a more magne~ic heroine, and relates her 
settings not only to mood, as in The Hotel, but to the novel's 
total design. More than in any novel before A World of Love 
incident, character, arid scene have, over and above their 
"circumstantiality," the force of a poetic metaphor. 
The novel's main fault, on the other hand, lies in Miss 
Bowen's failure to objectify the u facts u of memory as fictional 
11truth. 11 She has recently confessed, "This, of all my work, is 
2 
nearest to my heart~ u a remark which possibly expl_ains her 
difficulty in maintaining adequate aesthetic distance. An 
alternating vividness and blurriness in her heroine, needless 
complexity in the portraits of minor characters, and wastefully 
elaborate side-incidents all suggest unassimilated autob±ography. 
The central action of The Last September is a youthful 
romance. Too slight in itself to bear the weight of the story, 
it has been reinforced with four other romantic actions. There 
is, in addition, the inner drama of the heroine's restless 
urge to find herself, in a time of crisis and distraction. She 
displays, too, a tendency to live in dreams, to listen to the 
2 
b§_, pref., vi . 
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voices of her surroundings-~not only the doomed house and 
its grounds but also the Irish countryside, its weather, and 
its sunlight. As counterpoint to this, Miss Bowen has tried 
to suggest the inexorable tick of historical time, the off-
stage sounds of a lean~ng, creaking, toppling social edifice. 
Plot. Repudiating a nineteenth-century critical orthodoxy 
. 
to the effect that "the function of action is to express 
character," Miss Bowen offers this counter-statement: "The 
characters are there to provide the action. Each character is 
created, and must only be'so created, as to give his or her 
action (or rather, contributory part in the novel's action) 
verisimilitide" (CI, p. 249) • Elusive as the term 11 action" 
may appear in this context, one cannot doubt, after reading 
the "Notes" in their entirety, that Miss Bowen refers to con-
crete, circumstantial "happenings." "Happenings," naturally 
enough, give verisimilitude to the novel's "poetic" or abstract, 
truth: "Action in view of what, and because of what?" Miss 
Bowen asks. "The 'what is to be said'" (CI, p. 249). 
In order, therefore, to justify the style, structure, 
and treatment of the novel, we must first deduce the author's 
controlling idea, the "what is to be said." It is clear from 
the "Notes" that "poetic truth" is not a synonym for "theme"; 
the former term appears mn the text nine times, while the latter 
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is avoided altogether. "Theme," of course, suggests the 
merely cognitive and paraphraseable elements in a novel, 
whereas "poetic truth" more nearly corresponds to Aristotelian 
"substance." "The essence of a poetic truth," Miss Bowen 
writes, "is that no statement of it can be final" (CI, p. 250). 
For lack of more specific evidence in her criticis~, we shall 
tentatively assume that "poetic truth" embraces both the 
actualization of the work and the "soul" of the work, the form 
3 
of the novel makes and the feeling it represents. 
What are the "non-poetic statements" in The Last September 
which together constitute its 11poetic truth7 11 Among.,the more 
important lines of action which serve and strengthen the 
metaphorical design is the love affair between the heroine Lois 
Farquar, niece and ward of Lord and Lady Naylor, and Gerald 
Lesworth, a socially obscure subaltern in the English troops 
of occupation. This is !!.Q! the novel's "poet;ic objective," 
but it is the means toward that objective. The lovers' 
acquaintance is brief and intermittent; Lois sees Gerald 
only between his assignments to patrol duty, arms raids, 
or manhunts. As a tea-and-tennis guest at spacious 
"Danielstown," Gerald is delivered from occupation "un-
3For a detailed analysis of this distinction see William K. 
Wimsatt, Jr., and Cleanth Brooks, Literary Criticism: A Short 
History (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1957), pp. 690-691. 
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pleasantness" by the hospitality of his Anglo-Irish host and 
hostess. He and Lois imagine themselves in love, but the 
indomitable Lady Naylor convinces Lois that she does not know 
her own mind. She makes it clear to Ger~~.d that "existing 
conditionsH--his family. and financial position, and Lois's 
fanciful nature--make an engagement sheer folly. Uncertainty 
between the lovers grow.s; one night, while out on patrol, 
Gerald.:is shot through the head. Lois, apparently still 
uncertain of her real feelings, is sent to Tours for the 
winter to perfect her French. 
Concurrent with this outer action, but closer to ·the 
story's ''poetic objective," are the moods and perplexities o.f 
the awakening Lois. Through the heroine's sensibility Miss 
Bowen transmits the minor chords of "this most mortal ef Irish 
months." In contrast to these reveries, however, are the 
activities of Lois's conscious will as it strives for self-
realization against the dteams and aimlessness, the frivolity, 
boredom, and repression of an over-prolonged girlhood. 
Finally, at the very outer edge of Miss Bowen's intri-
cately structured narrative stands the historical moment 
itself, the most actual of her "sheer circumstantialities." 
The scene is laid in County Cork when rebellion stalks the 
land. Dominant here are the ludicrous ironies of the Anglo-
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Irish position. Scattered across the count~yside, living in 
the finest houses and holding the best land, the Naylors and 
their compeers find themselves torn between native affection 
for Ireland artd traditional loyalty toward the Crown. They 
entertain officers of the local garrison, they care for the 
needs and feelings of their Irish tenants--and they live to 
see their great houses burning to the ground. 
"One may perceive," Miss Bowen has since observed, "that, 
generally, in the novel the characters are held in the same 
orbit by some sort of situation which sets, as it were, a 
4 
trap--some central interest, devilment, search or passion." 
Yet no single action or chain of events in The Last September 
has such a dominant role. Character and plot have, rather, 
been subordinated to mood and atmosphere. By grouping her 
characters under the same roof Miss Bowen has barely succeeded 
in detaining them fo~ the course of the novel. 
Having pointed out the story's chief structural fault, 
however, we must acknowledge the sureness with which the author 
has stated the 11non-poetic 11 terms of her ~'poetic objective"--
three distinct yet inextricable threads in the novel's design: 
4 LS, pref ., vi. 
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the motif of the Anglo-Irish dilemma, the motif of the ill-
fated love affair, and most important, the motif of Lois's 
awakening sensibility. Together, they do much to redeem a 
youthful apprenticeship. 
Characters. The portrait of Lois Farquar suggests one 
technical refinement in particular which Miss Bow~n's first 
heroine, S~dney Warren, lacked. Lois materializes: she is 
"visualizable" and 11 felt." Sydney, by contrast, served 
merely as a listless receptor for moods not clearly related 
to her character. But we may fairly say of Lois that she 
"magnetizes 11 towards herself "perceptions, sense impressions, 
desires 11 (CI, p. 253). This 11materialization" results from 
swift, oblique strokes which reveal her shyness, her hunger 
for attention, her desire to be at once left alone and 
cherished: 
Laurence was comfortable to talk to because of 
his indifference to every shade of her personality. 
With him, she felt committed by speech itself to a 
display of such unfathomable silliness that she 
might just as well come out--and did--with assertions 
surprising at times to herself. ~ihen he yawned, 
took a book up, said he was hungry or simply went 
away, she was not discountenanced. It was those 
tender, those receptive listeners, to whom one felt 
afterwards sold and committed. It is true that 
when first she had met Laurence again she had wished 
to impress him as an intellectual girl. But an 
evening of signal failure when he had told her that 
she should read less and more thoroughly and, on the 
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whole he thought, talk less, had involved a certain 
rearrangement of attitude. She had retained confidence, 
expanding under his disapproval. 
(LS, p. 9) 
Laurence, the donnish, whimsical cousin slightly her 
senior, keeps to his room, eats gluttonously, and affects a 
selfish iconoclasm. In him, Lois at least senses an amusing 
contemporaneity, but with the inanities of her elders she 
finds herself at a standstill. Throughout the novel there is 
a conflict between social necessity and girlish impulse: 
"And I expect you are having a "tr1onderful time 
now you're grown up." 
"Oh, well .•• " said Lois. She went across to the 
fireplace and rose on her tiptoes, leaning her shoulders 
against the marble. She tried to not look conscious. 
She still felt a distant pride at having grown up at 
all, which seemed an achievement like marriage or fame. 
Having a wonderful time, she knew, meant being attractive 
to a number of young men. If she said, "Yes, I do," 
it implied, 11Yes, I am very--" and she was not certain. 
She was not certain, either, how much she enjoyed 
herself. "Well, yes, I do,u she said finally. 
(LS, p. 23) 
Of all the early heroines Lois is given the most palpable 
physical reality and the most convincing motivation: "She 
laughed and glanced at her finger nails-- the only part of 
one's person, she had observed, of which it was possible to be 
conscious socially. . • . 11 (LS, p. 8). Her curiosity about 
sex is concealed even from herself: 110ne of the things she 
chiefly wanted to know about marriage was--how long it took 
one, sleeping with the same person every night, to outlive the 
temptation to talk well into the morning" (1§., p. 10). She 
has an obscure urge to arouse in Hugo--cynical and unhappily 
married--the romantic longings he once felt for her dead 
mother. She is furiously impatient with the codes and 
proprieties which prolong her girlhood in a time of national 
crisis. We see her vacillating between silly girl-talk and 
stark premonitions of Gerald' s· death. Walking alone through 
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a shadowy hollow of the garden, she has a near-~ncounter with 
a patriot-terrorist: 
It must be because of Ireland he was in such a 
hurry; down from the mountains, mru<ing a short cut 
through their demesne. Here was something else she 
could not share. She could not conceive of her 
country emotionally: it was a way of living, abstract 
of several countrysides, or an oblique, frayed island 
moored at the north but with an air of being detached 
and drawn out west from the British coast. 
(!&_, p. 42) 
11It is in being seen to be capable of alternatives," the 
"Notes 11 will state, "that the character becomes, for the 
reader, valid'! (CI, p. 251) • Unfortunately, Miss Bowen's 
heroine does not meet this requiremertt. What choice, after 
all~ has'she? What struggles, internal or external, does she 
undergo? There is, perhaps, some correspondence between her 
efforts at self-understanding and Ireland's political throes; 
her own:1.lost girlhood reflects Ireland's national jeopardy just 
as her battle for maturity parallels Ireland's battle for 
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nationhood. Are we torassume that with Gerald's death she 
will pass from her state of pure feeling into a more temperate 
worldliness? As tension mounts between the Black-and-Tans 
and the local "terrorists," as reprisals and counter-reprisals 
increase, Lois appears to be shutting something out of her 
heart. But her "alternatives" are not at all clear. Lady 
Naylor argues that she is young and inexperienced; and, 
indeed, her uncertainty about her feelings toward Gerald 
substantiates that view. Thus, the dramatic issue between the 
dictates of the heart and the dictates of society is weakened 
by the very immaturity of the central character who is not 
herself aware of the issue. 
As the story's chief "post of observation," however, Lois 
does play an important role. Her frank, open-hearted innocence 
\ 
is an ironic commentary on the adult world toward which she 
imperceptibly moves. Several otherwise irrelevant scenes 
are valuable in as far as they show Lois 1 s romantic temper-
ament and her insight into the failure of the era. Against 
her innocence all other characters are measured. The device 
is significant: Miss Bowen will use it again in To the North 
anq The Death of the ·Heart. 
For all her warmth and perception however, Lois lacks 
sufficient force and definiteness to do more than have our 
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pity--the same pity from beginning to end. She does not 
grow as a character; she only exists as a "hea~t." Perhaps 
it is Miss Bowen's avoidance of either dramatic intensity or 
of passion~ her preference for anti-climax over climax~ which 
produces the sensation that nothing has happened to Lois. 
Even if we co"Qstrue "what is to be said" as a tone-poem of 
nostalgia for a vanished girlhood in an Ireland that is no 
more, we miss the clash of significant issues and a satisfying 
resolution of the story's tensions. 
A short-story writer's vision is not that of a novelist--
this much seems clear. In both The Hotel and The Last September 
Miss Bowen has a contempt for exposition; she renders gesture, 
utterance, and mood with brilliant flashes, but the reader is 
often at a loss to understand basic motives and relationships_. 
Frequently the dialogue lights the edges of consciousness but 
leaves the center obscured--a remnant perhaps of the early 
short-story style, in which impressions predominated (see 
"Dialogue" below) • Marda Norton and the two Montmorencys, 
Hugo and Francie, are ~ever satisfactorily explained ·or 
I 
motivat~d; and since they lack purpose--s~nce their identity 
is merely intimated--they appear extraneous to the plot. 
Francie, to be sure, is a foil for her domineering hostess, 
Lady Naylor, while Hugo serves as an object of the heroine~s 
fantasies. But both Hugo and Francie, locked in incompatibility, 
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are allowed to develop outside the story. 
Irrelevant, too, is the glamorous Marda Norton; apparently 
intended to show off Lois's innocence of the world and her 
hunger for friendship, she ~~empts a full third of the 
narrative. Could the author have been thinking of M;arda when 
she warns in the "Notes" against the kind of character who "has 
acted magnetically upon the author, but fails to do 1so upon the 
I 
reader"'? (CI, p. 253)? During Hugo's infatuation with Marda, the 
story stands still. The effect is not unlike that of Chekhov's 
play nThe Cherry Orchard" in its rendition of absurd and 
futile people whose way of life is collapsing. Inertia and 
doom are the dominant chords in both the play and the novel. 
But the novel is too crowded with characters, none of whom are 
involved in a situation of major interest or intensity. 
Miss Bowen's galaxy of minor characters remind us of a 
• 
statement in the "Notes": "the 'flat' character has no 
alternatives at all" (CI, p. 252). At this stage detached 
portraits come off better for Miss Bowen; exempted from 
development, or "choice,u they move in their own medium--
animated, expressive, but two-dimensional. Sir Richard 
bl·andly deprecates the "unpleasantness" outside, worries 
about tenants and crops, and plays host to officers of the 
local garrison. Livvy Thompson is the perfect minx. Betty, 
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the vulgar little English wife of Captain Vermont; Deventry, 
the shell-shocked subaltern; and Laurence, the intellectual 
boor, are prodigies of conciseness which again remind us of 
the author's apprenticeship to the short story. In later 
years, she will severely limit such types. "The ideal novel," 
she will assert, nis without 'flat' chara.cters" (CI, p. 252). 
Scene. The locale and atmosphere of The Hotel, as such 
chapter headings as "Villa" and "Patisserie" suggest, determined 
structure. But such 11chapter-scenes" stole attention from 
character as a process 0f continuous development. In an 
apparent effort to solve the problem, Miss Bowen divides 
The Last September i~to three parts, entitled (with an eye to 
action and character rather than scene) "The Arrival of the 
Montmorencys, n "The Visit of Miss Morton," and "The Departure 
of Gerald." Moreover, the chapters themselves very pointedly 
break with the unities of time and place observed in The Hotel. 
Outwardly, at least, the author emancipates herself from the 
short story and attempts a more sustained and complex character-
ization. 
Nevertheless, she is still bedeviled by the short-story 
writer's vision of structure. The moments, glimpses, and 
flashes wnich figured in Encounters and Ann Lee's continue 
to be stretched on the Procrustean bed of the novel. As a 
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result, scene again dominates character. The glimpsed room 
of the short stories now becomes the spacious manor-house 
Danielstown; the play of.light and dark in Miss Bowen's first 
impressionistic sketches is transformed into the shifting 
landscape and traitorous sunshine of an Irish September; 
but now the fleeting mood which figures in so many of her 
stories is sustained over an entire fateful month. If we 
look back at The Last September from the vantage point of her 
later novels, we can see that Miss Bowen's struggle with plot 
is really a struggle with density: she has yet to enlarge her 
concerns in the novel and to endowher central characters 
with the complexity the form demands. 
Meanwhile, she struggles to minimize such deficiencies 
by whatever methods are at hand . In The Last September the 
Anglo-Irish manor-house 11Danielstown11 symbolizes a dying era; 
~t encloses and protects those who come under its roof but it 
also removes them from the realities of history. It stands 
for the repressive influence of elders, the suffocatirtg weight 
of tradition, and the blunting of cherished hopes. Lois, 
who loves the great house in her girlish heart, resents it more 
and more with time, In a sense it is her antagonist: 
The high windows were curtainless; tasselled 
fringes~ frayed the light at the top. The white 
sills--the shutters folded back in their frames--were 
blistered, as though the house had spent a day in the 
tropics. Exhausted by sunshine, the backs of the 
crimson chairs were a thin, light orange; a smell of 
camphor and animals drawn from skins on the floor in 
the glare of morning still hung like dust on the 
evening chill. Go~ng through to her room at nights 
Lois often tripped with her toe in the jaws of a tiger; 
a false step at any time sent some great claw skidding 
over the polish. Pale regimental groups, reunions a 
generation ago of the family or neighborhood, gave 
out from the walls a vague depression •••. 
<1§., p. 7) 
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Perhaps the most strikingly dramatic use of setting appears 
in Miss Bowen's references to light; the radiance of the 
September sky presages the season's end. Light~effects and 
light-imagery convey a hypnotic sense of security, but as the 
month slips by, darkness settles in. The sunlight which 
dappled the lawn-parties abruptly leaves tennis-players in 
s:hadow. Away from the foliage of Danie:f.stown, Lois drives a 
horse-drawn trap under the Irish sky: 
Coming up out from the lanes, they bathed an hour 
or so in the glare of space. Height had the 
quality of depth: as they mounted they seemed to 
be striking deeper into the large mild crystal of 
an inverted sea. . • • 
(LS, p. 85) 
Swiftly the month passes, the war deepens, and rain and over-
cast vie with sunlight. In the garden borders, the September 
yellows and scarlets are "metallic in unsunny light." News 
of Gerald's death reaches the garrison at Clonmore in the first 
steady autunm downpour; but when the subaltern Daventry bears 
the sad news to Danielstown, he is bitterly aware of the 
Anglo-Irish ~solation from the times: 
Across the dark dining-room, he saw through 
a window the lawn striped with mist and sunshine. 
In Clonmore it had rained that morning: they 
seemed to have escaped that too. 
(1§., p. 298) 
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And when the great manor-house goes down in flames, light and 
darkness merge in a crescendo of unnatural brilliance against 
the night sky. 
Occasionally, however, Miss Bowen's visual power falters. 
In an effort to put visual perceptions of background to 
dramatic use, she blunts an impression and ends in abstractions. 
Her landscapes, frequently rendered in movement, do not always 
succeed at this stage in being "contributory to plot": 
Like splintered darkness, branches pierced the 
faltering dusk of leaves. Evening drenched the 
trees; the beeches were soundless cataracts. Behind 
the trees, pressing in from the open and empty country 
like an invasion, the orange bright sky crept and 
smouldered. Firs, bearing up to pierce, melted 
against the brightness. Somewhere, there was a sunset 
in which the mountains lay like glass. 
(!&, pp. 25-26) 
The effect is more mental than visual; an unnecessary apparatus 
of metaphor and simile hinders rather than helps the picture 
which, in this instance, lacks a direct connection with 
either action or character. 
In general, however, setting develops an emotional force 
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lacking in The Hotel. Not only is it a palpable recreation 
of a doomed month in a girlhood now vanished, but it is also an 
extended. metaphor. Setting in The Last September is both 
sensuous and logical: it enhances mood on one hand and projects 
theme on the other. Furthermore, a process of selection and 
conventionalization is at work to strengthen Miss Bowen's 
pervading irony. Her enormous backdrop,· teeming with 
crystalline details like a Flemish tapestry, shows us the 
futility of individual lives against the larger forces of 
history. Lois's tragic love affair, the Naylor's bewildered 
dogmatism, ·are poignantly insignificant moments under the 
' 
arching September sky. 
Dialogue. The problem all writers of fiction share--
how to adjust the conflicting demands of realism and thematic 
relevance in dialogue--undergoes lengthy analysis in the "Notes .• " 
Those "faked" qu.alities of dialogue such as spontaneity, 
inarticulateness, and allusiveness are 'tV'eighed against what 
Miss Bowen calls "functional usefulness. 11 Realism, she con-
eludes, is wasteful unless it is also "pointed, intentional, 
illustrative"; each passage of dialogue ..;must advance 11plot. 11 
(CI, p. 256). Realism and relevance, as we shall see, are the 
polarities between which the dialogue of The Last September 
wavers, stumbles, and rallies. 
Occasional lines seem flawless in both crystallizing 
situation and reproducing surfaces: 
Going out through the hall, Laurence offered 
Gerald a cigarette. "American--extra mild .u 
''Thanks--I- - 11 
~'How is your jazz band?" 
"Very little practising; not much time, you see." 
"Do tell me: did you kill anybody?" 
"How much?" said Gerald, startled. 
"Anybody last night? 11 
uoh, good Lord, no!" 
11Isn't that why you go out? 11 
"We were looking for arms, really. And at night 
you fi:nd the most surprising people at home. We were 
after·.a',fellow called Peter Connor: we got him." 
"Fight?" said Laurence eagerly. 
:'
11He was at· home, in bed. These blighters thinJs 
we are greater fools than we are.u 
"Very cynical of him--Oh, I say, Uncle Richard, 
Lesworth has captured Peter Connor." 
ui'm sorry to hear that," said Sir Richard, 
flushing severely. "His mother is dying. However, 
I suppose you must do your duty. We must remember to 
send up now and inquire for Mrs. Michael Connor. We' 11 
send some grapes. The poor woman--it seems too bad.~· 
He went off, sighing, into the library. 
(LS, pp. 130-131) 
The passage illustrates the qualities of dialogue 
described and urged in the "Notes": at the same time that it 
mirrors actual speech, it reveals character and contributes 
distinctly to advance the action. Unfortunately, however, 
speakers in The Last September often give the appearance of 
being "steered"; Lois, who is showing her sketches to Marda 
for approval is made to say: 
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be a pattern!' She traced a pink "I like to 
frond with her 
be what I am. 
lonely." 
finger. "I like to be related; to have to 
Just to be is so intransitive, so 
(LS, p. 142) 
Miss Bowen warns that dialogue which is merely "amusing 
for its ~ sake" must be 11censored" (CI, p. 256). Yet it is 
difficult to justify the chatty, boy-crazy Olivia1 s letters 
or the es~teric wit of Laurence's rare conversations, however 
"illustrative0 of class and of "intellectual pretension." As 
the "Notes" remind us, "Illustrativeness can be stretched too 
far •••. Like straight description, it then becomes static, 
a dead weight--halting the movement of the plot 11 (CI, p. 256). 
Does Laurence (who has been asked to look for lost tennis balls) 
exemplify this error? 
Laurence said--beating the bushes vaguely--
"Imagine, sir, a small resurrection day, an intimate 
thingy one, when the woods should give up their 
tennis balls and the bundles ·of hay their needles: 
the beaches all their engagement rings and the 
rivers their cigarette cases and some watches. The 
sea's too general an affair of furniture and large 
boilers, it could wait with the graves for the big 
day •••. Last term I dropped a cigarette case into 
the Cher, from the bridge at Parson's Pleasure •..• 
It was from the days when they wore opera cloaks and 
mashed, and killed ladies. It was very period, very 
virginal; I called in Henry James; I loved it. I 
want to see it rush up out of the Cher, very pale, 
with eyeballs, like in the Tate Gallery .... 
(!!§., pp. 55-56) 
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One could wish a fuller role in the story for a character 
of such comic potentiality. As it is, Laurence's witticisms 
are inert matter, just as his characterization is 11static, a 
dead weight" (f!., p. 256). 
Poor dialogue almost destroys the dramatic effectiveness 
of a shooting incident involving Lois, Marda, Hugo, and an 
unidentified ~ugitive. Miss Bowen ignores the basic need for 
clarity during an act of physical violence by rendering it 
·obliquely (LS, pp. 194-195). The reader is never afforded a 
steady view of what has happened. Talk merely reflects the 
characters' mental adjustment to crisis; it does not reflect 
physical or emotional shock. Miss Bowen's short story 
impressionism fails here because it reduces all her characters 
to the same general level of irony. In short, it conveys 
mood--the author's--rather than character. 
Visual Angle. As a heroine Lois succeeds admirably in 
"magnetizing perceptions" (CI, p. 253). She is the.chief 
observation post for the narrative; indeed, her temperament 
and sensibility is usually indistinguishable from the author's. 
But Miss Bowen's visual angle is never fixed for long in one 
character. On the first page the "visual angle" shifts in the 
first paragraph from a completely neutral omniscience ("It was 
a moment of happiness, of perfection") to faint intrusion by 
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the author in the second paragraph ("In those days, girls wore 
crisp white skirts and transparent blouses"), followed within 
three lines by a second shift to the point of view of the 
heroine herself ("She knew how fresh she must look"). Although 
most of the exposition in the first three chapters are refracted 
through the sensitive gaze of Lois, Mrs. Montmorency, too, 
visiting at "Danielstown" after a twelve years' absence, 
registers the spirit of the place, especially the sense of its 
past: "Rooms, doorways had framed a kind of expectancy of her; 
some trees in the distance, the stairs, a part of the garden 
seemed always to have been lying secretly at the back of her 
mind" (LS, p. 14). Later, the authorial eye--at a significantly 
ironic remove--will view the scene: 
In the dining room, the little party sat down under 
the crowd of portraits. Under that constant inter-
change from the high-up faces staring across--now fading 
each to a wedge of fawn color and each looking out from 
a square of darkness tunnelled into the wall--Sir 
Richard and Lady Naylor, their nephew, and niece and 
old friends had a thin, over-bright look, seemed in 
the air of the room unconvincingly painted, startled, 
transitory. . • • 
(LS, pp. 27-28) 
It is a significant comment, one Which none of her characters 
seated about the table is detached or perceptive enough to 
make. It hovers somewhere between an explicit moral commentary 
by the author and an inner reaction on the part of a character. 
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The sense of doom is experienced both as vivid drama and as 
detached social criticism. 
A fundamental error in the handling of nvisual angle" is 
nonetheless evident. If we take seriously Miss Bowen's recent 
assertion that The Last September is, "so far, the only one of 
my novels deliberately set back in a former time," (LS, pre£., 
vii) we may question whether she has succeeded in imparting the 
nostalgic, reminiscential air she claims for her story. Except 
for.the single, isolated pointer in her second paragraph 
("In those days," etc.,) there is nothing in the author's visual 
angle (except perhaps the title itself) to lessen the effect of 
5 
the action's immediacy. Miss Bowen refers later in the "Notes" 
to "the mood of the 'now,' the mood that either projects or 
reflects action'' (CI, p. 262). With few exceptions this is the 
mood of her short stories. Moreover, she has stated that "to 
impart the sense of the 'now' has been for me one imperative 
of creative writing" (!:§., pre£., vii) • The historical perspec-
tive in which we view the closing scene--a violent coda 
~iss Bowen's explicit instructions in the recent preface 
are unfortunately of 'little avail. "From the start," she 
writes, "the reader must look--and more, must be aware of 
looking--backward •..• The fear that he might miss that 
viewpoint, that he might read so much as my first few pages 
under misapprehension, haunted me" (LS, pre£., vii). 
recounting the "execution by fire" of three great manor-
houses--cannot retroactively give "pastness" to previous 
scenes. Thus her intended mood of nostalgia is imperfectly 
sustained. 
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Moral Angle. While the novelist is supposed to write 
"without pre-assumptions," he writes with a moral "viewpoint," 
the "Notes" will declare; for only in this way can he maintain 
the novel's necessary conviction, or place his characters in the 
necessary "moral light" (CI, p. 258). As a novel based on a 
bitter historical struggle, The Last September completely avoids 
partisanship despite the fact that the characters represent 
every political shade--the British occupation forces on one 
side and the Irish nationalists on the other, with the Anglo-
Irish gentry in between. Confronted by social and political 
"pre-assumptions," the author refuses to be bound by them. The 
"poetic truth" of The Last September is the predicament of 
Anglo-Irish "county" society--Lois among them--fixed in 
history like a fly in amber. the very detachment of her 
moral view discovers, even determines, its ~roper subject. 
Accordingly, the author presents the revolutionaries and the 
Black and Tans with equal compassion. Lois believes she is 
in love with Gerald. But Gerald's enemy, an old Irish tenant, 
can also move her heart. He tells her about his daughter-in-law 
whose husband is wanted by the occupation authorities: 
•.• She is destroyed with it all and disheartened. 
Indeed, miss, she is in great distress; and she 
always looking and st~ting and craning up the 
boreen. It is torn in herself she is; distracted by 
Peter and dhreading he'll come. It would dishearten 
yours to be with her daily· and nightly the way she is, 
the poor woman. And the military from Clonmore have 
the hearts torn out of us nightly, and we stretched 
for sleep, chasing and charging about in the lorries 
they have. Sure you cannot go a step above in the 
mountains without them ones lepping out from your 
feet like rabbits. Isn't it the great pity they 
didn't finish their German war once they had it 
started? 
(LS, p. 90) 
The Irishman Peter Connor is finally seized, but it is 
the Englishman Gerald Lesworth who, before dying, chats 
breezily about the rightness of the Empire: 
nwell, the situation's rotten. But right is 
right." 
"Why'Z" 
"Well. • • from the point of view of civilization. 
Also you see they don't fight clean." 
"Oh, there's no public school spirit in Ireland. 
But do tell me--what do you mean by the~·point of view 
of civilization?" 
"Oh--ours." 
Laurence smiled his appreciation: the conviction, 
stated without arrogance, had a ring of integrity. 
Gerald, embarrassed by this benevolence, had ~ecourse 
again to the back of his head, so gratifyingly 
polished. "If you come to think," he explained, "I 
mean, looking back on history--not that I'm 
intellectual- .. we do seem the only people." 
(LS, pp. 132-133) 
But 2n the author's scale of values the simple heroism 
of the Gerald Lesworths is only one side of the Occupation. 
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"We came to take care of all of you," an English officer's 
w:ife tells a native of Clonmore, u. • • We didn't come over to 
enjoy ourselves •••• Not that I don't like the country; it's 
so picturesque with those darling mountains and the hens running 
in and out of the cottages just the way Mother always said" 
(LS, p. 63). As for the Anglo-Irish attitude, it clings 
myopically to illusions. "Something said in the English press, 11 
remarks Lady Naylor 11has given rise to an idea that this 
country's unsafe11 (ws, p. 78) . And blustering Sir Richard, 
discomfited by all the 11unpleasantness," complains: 11Those 
patrols in lorries run you into a ditch as soon as they look 
at you •. They tell me there's a great deal of socialism now 
in the British army11 (LS, p. 30) • 
Political awareness and social conditions, then, are 
assimilated into the story's drama. Lois's struggle against 
the class values of Lady Naylor, is obliquely conveyed in 
Lady Naylor's effective separation of the lovers, her repression 
of Lois's normal impulses (when she was young, girls were 
"cautious by instinct"), and her conviction that life is a 
matter of "the proper arrangement. 11 These details are rendered 
without moral judgment, but with a vivid recognition of life's 
anomalies; feelings, the story repeatedly implies, must--if 
they are to survive it all--conform to social patterns.. As 
victims of their own misguided innocence, the Loises must 
defer to the Lady Naylors of this world. 
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To conclude, the "il\bral angle" of The Last September 
suggests a paradox: Miss Bowen has focused on a documented 
moment in history but has detached herself so completely from 
partisan interests that ideologies are completely absorbed in a 
drama of perspnal relationships. 
Advance. An insistent, dogmatic tone (is it one of self-
reproach?) marks this section of the "Notes.'' Briefly para-
phrased, the author's advice is as follows: 
Everything in the novel mus·t be viewed by the writer as an 
event in a larger succession of events. 
Omitted events must be felt as !}having happened." 
Fictional time, which is uneven and subjective, must be 
paced by actual time, which is even and objective. 
Character must be made subject to time and action; it must 
exhaust itself; it must expend its potentialities. 
Scene must promote advance--either by actual change or 
by fresh presentation. 
Miss Bowen is again faced with the problem of grouping 
her characters and holding them "long enough to allow for the 
interplay from which plot must spring" (LS, pre£., v). As in 
The Hotel, her story again resists, then yields, to, impression-
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istic treatment. The following analysis of the first eight 
chapters demonstrates once again: that characters are 
subordinated to atmosphere and that "continuity" is, in the 
main, a concatenation of moods rather than a logical sequence 
of causes and effects: 
Chapter One: The arrival of guests at Danielstown. Scene, 
concisely rendered at the start; exposition. The extensive 
demesne and sweeping driveway; the spirit of the ~anor-­
Renaissance porch and great hall. Lois's response to place 
and hour: sounds of greeting; gestures, intonations, affections 
renewed. Lois withdraws to chat with her cousin Laurence about 
the newly arrived Montmorencys! Scene: the ante-room, its 
atmosphere. She investigates the Blue Room for fear of having 
been overheard. The Blue Room's atmosphere: speculations on 
the married life of the new occupants. Laurence draws Lois 
out on the subject of her young men acquaintances • Mr. 
Montmorency's former interest in her mother. 
Chapter Two: Expos it ion: the Montmorency's past • The 
scene opens with a conversation between Lady Naylor and 
Mrs. Montmorency in the ante-room. Point of view: Mrs. 
Montmorency's (her inner reactions to her hostess and to the 
house which she has not seen in twelve years). She and hostess 
proceed to the guests' bedroom. In discussion of Lois's parents, 
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shades of feeling are stressed (Mr. Montmorency,. s old infatuation 
with the dead Laura, Lois's mother). Lady Naylor leaves, Hugo 
enters. A lengthy conversation between husband .and wife conveys 
the precise nature of their incompatibility. 
' Chapter Three: The dinner-party assembles. Narrative 
point of view alternates between author and Lois. Atmosphere 
of the ante-room, trees and surrounding gardens. Atmosphere 
of dining-room. Dialogue: mild altercation involving Sir 
Richard, Lois, and Laurence over gravity of military situation. 
Character contrast. Brooding presence of ancestral portraits. 
Hugo and Francie Montmorency's reactions--to hosts, to the 
news, to each other. Hugo's thoughts on Laura's daughter Lois. 
Chapter Four: After-dinner scene on the great porch steps. 
Atmosphere of surfeit and repose. Dialogue: the tennis party 
" tomorrow, weather, military patrols . Sound of an army lorry 
through the dusk. Richard and Hugo reminiscence. The company 
retire--all but Lois, who strolls alone, spies an unidentified 
figure in a trench coat cutting across a far corner of the 
demesne. Her sensations. She stifles her impulse to.tell the 
others, goes to bed without saying good night. 
Chapter,Five: Contrastingly animated scene: lawns and tennis 
courts: guests from nearby Clonmore and adjoining estates. Play 
of light and shadow on spectators and players. Rapid shift of 
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visu~l angle; emphasis on surfaces of social intercourse. 
Exposition: David and Livvy, romantic friends of Gerald and 
Lois. Comedy: the precocious juvenile Hercules, the under-
graduate humor of Laurence,Hugo's nettled reaction to youth and 
good spirits. 
Chapter Six: Scene unchanged. Tea is served. Dialogue: 
wives of the garrison's officers· chat with the Anglo-Irish 
gentry about the Occupation. Author's ironical viewpoint shifts 
to Gerald's boyish adoration of Lois. Her ~peculations about 
him. Long flashback to her confidante Viola whose letters 
brim with girlish strategies of the heart. Lady Naylor 
interrupts the reverie. 
Chapter seven: Lady Naylor and Mrs. Montmorency clash 
politely over the evident romance between Lois and Gerald; 
Their contrasting view on young love, their widely different 
temperaments; but Lady Naylor ominously prevails. Scene 
shifts this conversation in ante-room to Lois's bedroom. 
Inadvertently Lois has eavesdropped: their concern for her 
prompts self-questioning. What ~her feelings for Gerald? 
Her sense of uncertain identity: mood. 
Chapter Eight: Sir Richard discourages Lois. His arguments 
unconvincing. Exposition of his character. Scene·opens onto 
the Irish countryside: a trip by horse-drawn trap to a neighboring 
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manor-house. Accent on scene and mood; Hugo and Lois, linked 
only by the memory of her mother, are keenly aware of the 
gulf that divides them. They stop in at a farmhouse and hear 
an account of the local troubles. Exposition: the native 
Irish view of the military. The return trip yields a landscape, 
every detail of which projects the emotional state of the 
distressed girl. Lois is g~eeted at Danielstown by the garrulous 
Livvy, who bores Lois with her speculations on the failu~e of 
Gerald and David to connnunicate. As Lois flees down the 
hallway to read a letter from Viola, she catches an intimate 
glimpse of the Montmorencys in their bedroom: the ill-natured 
and enigmatic Hugo is diligently brushing Francie's hair. 
While it would be foolhardy to argue that this is not a 
narrative (the above simplification of the action covers only 
the first third of the book and bears the title "The Arrival 
of Mr. and Mrs. Montmorency"), the pace is slow and the 
direction unfocused. Unfortunately, this first section is 
representative of the novel as a whole. Gratuitious devices 
of mystification such as the unidentified figure in the garden, 
the perverse and childish behavior of Hugo, and Gerald's 
prolonged silence are not an integral part of the plot's 
causality but only manipulations of curiosity and suspense. 
The author has yet to learn how to hold her characters in 
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the same orbit "by some sort of situation which sets," as she 
will later write, "a trap--some central interest, devilment, 
search or passion11 (LS, pre£., vi) . 
This is not to deny Miss Bowen's ability to deal with 
impressionistic surfaces and delicate states of consciousness. 
In her efforts, however, to unite the novel's sense of doom 
with its pervasive mood of nostalgia and of stasis, or trance, 
she has neglected the equally important task of moving her 
story forward. 
Her later theory will emphasize the need for steady 
11 forward movement11 (CI, p. 250) and for the relentless 11tick11 
of chronometric time in contrast to the subjective flow of 
timeless illusion (CI, p. 260). In view of the author's later 
suggestion that historical changes were to sweep away the 
genteel, quixotic order of Anglo-Irish manor-house life, she 
appears to have missed an opportunity. For the tick of 
historical time is too faint, the irony of the Anglo-Irish 
position too obscure. If this is really the last September of 
its kind in the lives of such people, the point needs far more 
emphasis. Scene and atmosphere underline only the subjective, 
fictitious time in which the main characters are immersed. 
Their obliviousness of the clock is idyllic and unforgettable, 
but wasted: Miss Bowen's theme demands that it be contrasted 
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with the historic hour. True, we attend a dance at the 
occupation-army garrison in Clonmore and we hear the nocturnal 
grinding of army lorries along the country lanes. But the 
first lacks clear thematic relevance, and the second is treated, 
with only the faintest irony, as a disturbance to sleepers in 
11Danielstown. 11 A clearer attitude toward historical time 
would have galvanized the entire story. 
But the most serious charge to be made against The Last 
September is the heroine's failure to develop clearly and 
convincingly. Although she materializes as a creature of 
sensibility, she fails to promote 11advance." We do not expect 
dark intensity or passionate conviction from her--that would be 
inconsistent with her age and nature. But as the story closes, 
she is, despite Gerald's death, the same baffled, groping 
girl we saw in the earlier chapters. Unlike the heroines 
of Miss Bowen's later novels she seems to have been set in an 
extended short story, a poetic abstraction no more nor less 
important than its subtle, evocative background. 
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CHAPTER VI 
FRIENDS AND RELATIONS 
During the Twenties critical objections to Miss Bowen's 
early novels converged on her impressionistic treatment of 
character. A reviewer of The Last September deplored a lack 
of "overt" and "recognizable" traits among the doomed occupants 
of Danielstown. "One cannot tell what they want, 11 he complained; 
and he expressed the hope that since no contemporary Euglish 
novelist was "better equipped for her art," Miss Bowen would 
create more "sanguine" and "positive" characters in her next 
1 
novel. 
That the author was aware of these deficiencies is clear 
from statements in recent prefaces to her early works. 
Referring to her first press notices, she writes: "I received 
what I most wanted: judgment. I cannot overemphasize the 
2 
importance, to the young writer, of initial reviews." In 
looking back at her first short stories, she describes her 
predicament in attempting to adjust her impressionistic vision 
to the novel's needs: she could capture "moments, encounters, 
1 L. P. Hartley, Saturday Review, February 9, 1929, p. 184. 
2Es, pref., xii-xiii. 
\.:-;~~--~ 
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and~ shocks 11 .but s.he cquld ·not- su~tt~.i~ character 
. 3 
int·erest, devilment, searcq, or pa$sion. n 
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in "some central 
In Friends and Relations, her.third novel, Miss Bowen 
seems to have. deliberately ab~d~ned the most scenic and 
atmospheric elements in her narr~tiv~ in order to focus on an 
objective social situation in~olving a fuller analysis of the 
> 
-centJ:al ch~acters. Scene ~s .:~\t,index of mood---a standard 
device in ail the other novel~·.:. ....... is virtually eliminated. In 
its place the author has subs~tituted an ironically treated 
succession of small acts whi~h ~ogether constitute a background 
for a comedy of manners. Unfortunately, this background 
. 
eclipses the interest of ·the cen~ral drama by default: the 
main characters are insuff~piently motivated and developed. 
The result is a transitiona~ work and an anomaly among Miss 
Bowen's novels; brilliant in texture but indefinite in theme, 
it will meet with the same cr.±ticisms that were levelled at 
·-' ",' . 5 
The Hotel and .The Last September. 
3Ls, pref. , vi • 
4London: Jonathan Cap~, 1951; hereinafter abbreviated as FR. 
Now in the uniform ~diti.Q.-q of.AMiss Bowen's collected works, this 
repl~ces the original edit;;ton.!=!.~·· )-;English and American, both of 
which are out of print (~ond9'n1:· .~..eonstable, 1931; New York: 
Dial Pres.s, 1931). ' ,. 
5see especially New Yor·k Times Book Review, Novemb~r 1, 193:1,:.,. 
p. 6; Saturday Review, May 30, X~31, p. 737; New Republic, 
December 2;· 1931, p. 76; £atiur.da~Review of Literature, January 16, 
1932, p. 463. :' . 
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~- A general precept in the Notes to the ·~ffect that 
plot "cannot claim a single poetic license" hardly accords with 
the concept of plot in Friends and Relations. According to 
Miss Bowen's theory, plot "must be reasoned--onward from the 
moment when its none-otherness, its only-possibleness has 
become apparent" (the reference here is to an earlier statement 
about 11the impossibility of saying W.hat is to be said in any 
other way"). She continues: "The novelist must always have 
one foot, sheer circumstantiality, to stand on, whatever the 
other foot may be doing" (CI, pp. 249-250). But Friends and 
Relations contains serious ambiguities and improbabilities. 
Even if many of these seem to disappear with a second reading, 
the novel is still werutened by divided aims. One is tempted 
to direct the author's own question at this work: has she 
reasoned sufficiently "what is to be said?." Does the action 
of the novel convey the "poetic t~uth" implicit in her 
characters' predicament?. 
The main action of Friends and Relations is, on the face 
of it, convincing enough. Shortly after Laurel Studdart 
marries Edward Tilney, her younger sister Janet unexpectedly 
announced her engagement to Rodney Meggatt, nephew of the 
explorer and big-game hunter Considine Meggatt. Edward 
immediately objects to his sister-in-law's forthcoming 
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marriage on the grounds that Rodney's uncle once figured as 
~D~~sp~ondentt in a notorious divorce suit brought years ago 
by his father against his mother, Lady Elfrida Tilney. But 
Janet disregards Edward's feelings and marries Rodney anyway. 
During the next ten years Edward barely tolerates Considine's 
proximity to the enlarged family circle: he refused to visit 
.Batts Manicorum, the spacious Tudor abbey which Considine 
has passed to his nephew, and he priggishly resents his 
dashing and imperturbable mother, who has now renewed old 
acquaintance with Considine. Everyone who recalls the 
ancient scandal assumes that Edward objects on the grounds 
that Considine divided Edward's parents and ruined his boy~ 
hood. When the two_ Tilney children visit their little cousin 
Hermione Meggatt, Edward suddenly rushes up from London to 
snatch them away. For he has discovered that Janet and 
Rodney are entertaining Lady Elfrida and Considine under the 
same roof. The truth comes out: Edward's objection to Janet's 
m~riage is only love in disguise. Blackballing his mother's 
friendship with Considine is really transformed guilt for his 
adulterous feelings for Janet. Frightened and hurt in child-
hood by his parents' divorce scandal and by his mother's 
subsequent withdrawal from his world, Edward has since reacted 
to the forces of passion by stifling his impulses toward Janet 
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and marrying Laurel, symbol of charm, security, and marital 
decorum. But Janet, too, has hidden the truth~ all these 
years: that she loves Edward. She has married Rodn~y, it 
seems, to shock Edward into a sense of her importance and to 
bring them,closer together as "friends and relations." The 
mutual acknowledgement of their motives frees both Janet and 
Edward from "bitter necessity." After a futile attE;!mpt at 
intimacy, they stop just short of consummating their love. 
Each returns to the safe harbor of marriage. Each is resigned. 
All passion is spent. 
Character. The ambiguities, ellipses and inferences in 
Miss Bowen's presentation are essentially not faults of 
plotting but of characterization. "Each character is created, 
and must be only so created, .. she later states, "as· to g~ve 
his or her ·action. • • verisimilitude" (£!., p. 249). But in 
1931 an English reviewer took her to task for "people like 
playing cards--flat, unchangeable and manufactured to be dealt 
6 
and shuffled • 11 An American reviewer commented that "they are 
7 
never flesh and blood, only nerves and reticences and gestures." 
Now and then a critic found extenuations: "They are touched with 
6
saturday Review of Literature, May 30, 1931, p. 797. 
7New York Times, November 1, 1931, p. 6. 
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boundless charm," wt"ites one. Another put the book down "with 
that sense of completeness, of intimacy with a world of reality 
9 
• • • that comes as a rule only after witnessing a play." A 
bewildering relativism of judgment typifies these observations; 
one searches in vain for the critical assumption underlying the 
statements, on one hand, that "something [in Friends and 
Relations] less than substantial, something too vaguely 
10 
insinuated, breeds confusion" and on the other, that "the 
whole story ••• is honestly foreshadowed within the first 
11 
chapter." 
At bottom, ho~ever, the severest criticism of Friends 
and Relations should be directed at the heroine Janet Who, 
by her extreme reticence, her absence of emotion and her 
general inertia, is ipso facto disqualified as a sustaining 
r 
subject for fiction. The clues to her behaviour are simply 
too obtuse to provide the reader with any clear impression 
of her character. She is described early in the story as 
one who "lewes darkly," who 11never has much to say" in a 
crisis; married to Rodney for ten years, she continues (the 
reader infers with some difficulty) to love her brother-in-law 
8 
New Republic, December 2, 1931, p. 76. 
9New York Herald Tribune Books, September 27, 1931, p. 6. 
10outlook, November 18, 1931, p. 379. 
1~oolcman, December, 1931, p. 465. 
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_Edward. Miss Bowen's implicational and indirect method of 
portraiture results in brushstrokes too delicate to carry the 
weight of the story: 
••• Theodora, intently listening, inferred that 
Janet loved Edward, that his mother preferred Janet; 
that for Janet this was a day of chagrin, possibly 
of despair. 
(FR, p. 21) 
How important is this clue--how accurate is Theodora's hunch?' 
For several chapters thereafter the reader is given no further 
insight into Janet's feelings. She is, indeed, the only 
Bowen heroine whose sensibility remains all but 11closed to 
view11 (CI, p. 255). Enigmatic, inaccessible, she assists at 
Laurel's w~dding with impersonal good will, mothers a den of 
11Wolf Cubs 11 with impersonal efficiency, and upon her engagement 
to Rodney Meggatt types model business letters of resignation 
to various civic groups. Compared to her sister Laurel, who 
is "delicious," Janet has "little charm, many interests," 
appears "even forbidding" (FR, p. 24). When her mother, up to 
her ears in wedding correspondence, bewails the insincerity 
of social formulas, Janet's reaction is merely consistent 
with that underlying ambiguity from which her character never 
emerges: 
But Janet, barely pausing over the keys, looked 
blankly up with her very dar~ eyes. If in her twenty 
years she had formed opinions, she never expressed 
them. No one knew what she thought • She had nw, 
of course, her happiness, but it had been difficult--
Cheltenham did not know. (f!, p. 25) 
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"Difficult" because her honeymooning sister and brother-in-law 
had objected, all the way from Dalmatia, to the match. Thanks 
to the ministrations of Lady Elfrida Tilney, however, Janet's 
engagement is repaired; we are told in a single line: "Though· 
she did not love him, she began to understand desire" (~, p. 29). 
Again, this is fleetingly offered as a rationale for Janet's 
marriage; much later Miss Bowen will try to come to the 
reader's rescue by suggesting, through Janet's own lips, that 
she married Rodney to spite Edward--a motive not altogether 
consistent with Janet's character. When Laurel reminds Janet 
of Edward's humiliation at the thought of her marrying his 
mother's lover's nephew, Janet replies: 
Darling, I'm sorry. But we must all live 
somehow .•. Really, Laurel, I think it must be 
a good thing for people to harden ••. I suppose 
things are different for me; I don't feel much, 
I suppose. (FR, p. 38) 
But whether Janet is really as dispassionate as all that or 
actually infatuated with Edward remains a mystery. At one 
moment detachment seems to be her chief attribute: Rodney 
is delighted with her "rather masculine unawareness of 
1 situation 1 " (f!, p. 56), while Edward, himself highly 
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emotional, charges her with being "difficult"--with taking 
an "impossible" attitude toward the Meggatt clan, one of whom 
divided his parents and "ruined" his childhood {E!i, pp. 71-72) 
This Sphinx-like image of Janet persists. To Alex 
Thirdman, a hag-ridden, ineffectual little man distantly 
related by marriage, she is glamorously undecipherable: 
Alex had eyes for his wife's cousin, who sitting 
so gracefully upright among the hard satin cushions 
appeared withdrawn, never among them, a positive 
no-presence. He had a pang for those calm lips and 
saluted a woman he would have feared to love. 
(~, p. 50) 
In the middle section, when Janet is married, she is 
described as 11pleased by any recurrence, monotony having 
already set up in her life its delicate rhythm" (FR, p. 78). 
The author's "right of entry" into his characters' thoughts, 
;: so insistently advanced in the Notes, is seldom exercised 
here. Rather, we must infer from the reflections of an 
inquisitive houseguest just what Janet's attitude is after 
ten years of marriage: 
• • • Her.e she ~as, quite thrown back on 
herself--she did not look up at the house. Lewis 
wondered what she would do. In the dark shade of 
the beech she remained upright, oblivious sentinel 
of oblivion ..• Her hand moved slowly over the 
chair-back, not touching the wicker, moulding the air 
above~ So, intimate, she could have been. • . His 
view of her was unique; he could not account for this. 
Then he understood; solitude is in its nature 
invisible; he had never looked for so long at anyone 
who was alone. 
{FR, pp. 84-85) 
II • 
,, 
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The heroine of Friends and Relations fulfills only the first 
requirement in Miss Bowen's postulate on character: 11The action 
of a character should be unpredictable before it has been 
shown,_ inevitable when it has been shown11 (CI, p. 252). 
. Sensing the reader's confusion, Miss Bowen tries to make 
amends for the featurelessness of the portrait by means of 
explicit statements: 
Theodora was profoundly mistaken. Janet did 
not find Edward pathetic--or if she found him 
pathetic she was unmoved. Her ruling was largely 
d~mestic; she was impatient for order, ~istinguished 
grief from grievance, and deplored grievance as a 
delay of the faculties. Janet's refusal to see 
Edward's bruises had been definitive. For the root 
Edward had in her consciousness, a sort of vital 
misgiving one had only to love Janet to have 
suspected, etc., etc. 
(IB,, p. 1121 
One reads the passage with the excitement of sheer discovery. 
But now it is too late to go back over innumerable passages 
which, until this revelation, seemed murky and indecisive in 
the reading. 
Edw.ard's portrait has similar faults. We are asked to 
believe in his sincerity up to the very moment of his showdown 
with 1Janet. The scene in which Laurel begs her sister to be 
"kinder" to Edward shows us not only an over-protective Laurel 
but a neurotic or absurdly spoiled Edward. That he has 
suffered emotionally from his mother's unconventional behavior 
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is a foregone conclusion. He ~ suffered a miserable boyhood; 
he ~ shocked by his s~ster-in-law's entrance into the Meggatt 
clan; and he 9i& oppose his children's having to witness 
Considine's renewed intimacy with their grandmother. It comes 
as a distinct shock to the reader, as it does to Janet, to 
learn otherwise: 
"But Edward," she suddenly asked, "what brought 
you down here today7 I mean, why today? They've 
been here a week; it's more than a week since I told 
Laurel." 
"Of course: I remember your letter." 
"We were beginning to hope you mightn't mind," 
she said naively. 
"Were you7" said Edward, curious. "I don't 
know if I did mind. I was just entirely taken aback." 
. (~, p. 131) 
He tries ineffectually to cover his tracks, but Janet, now 
suspicious, demands that he produce the letter which the 
insanely jealous Theodora has written to the Tilneys. In 
it Janet reads the line, "It's like Rodney and Janet, who 
can't love reciprocally, to have ~ here for a spectacle" 
(Et, P.• 133). Theodora refers, of course, to the reunion of 
the old lovers, Elfrida and Considine. Edward it seems has 
rushed up from London not out of moral outrage at all. He 
may have thought that was the reason, but suddenly he can 
r~assess his .own motives. Is Janet unhappy in her marriage, 
he wonders. Suddenly his obsession with his mother's past 
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seems trivial~ Only the·"lpossibility of winning Janet's love 
motivates him. For the reader~ however~ this shift lacks the 
"inevitability" of action so conspicuous in Miss Bowen 1 s later 
theory. Ano~her disturbing feature of the novel is the 
failure of her characters to materialize as concrete~ 
physical presences. Edward and Rodney come alive only as 
disembodied sensibilities. Three-quarters of the way through 
the story~ one learns that Janet has beautiful legs--one of the 
few references to her appearance. Unfortunately, the fullest, 
most delightful account of the sisters is delayed until the 
last chapter. Later in her career, Miss Bowen writes almost 
self-reproachfully, "Is it from [a] failure, or tendency to 
fail, in materialization, that the English novelist depends 
so much on engaging emotional sympathy for his characters?" 
(CI, p. 253). Cer·tainly neither Janet nor E~ward "mater:ial-
izes"; and in the portrait of Janet emotional sympathy fails 
to co~ensate for lack of vividness. 
Rodney may be disposed of in a word: he is a "flat" 
character. Loving but unloved, he stands by, singularly 
unaware, during his wife 1,s emotional crisis. Laurel, on the 
other hand, influences action, suffers conflicts, makes 
decisions; she is decidedly the most vividly realized of the 
four principals. There is~poignancy in her futile efforts 
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to protect Edward against ~he world. Sensing the threat of 
an undeclared love between Edward and Janet, she struggles 
to avoid anything that will destroy what little happin~ss is 
left her. When Edward leaves Janet in a London hotel room; 
he walks the street half the night before flopping on his 
mother's drawing-room sofa rather than returning home to 
Laurel. Distraught, she waits sleeplessly through the night 
for the 'phone call that never comes. Hours later, she finds 
the truth about Edward too humiliating to face: 
" ••. So I stayed in the drawing room." 
~':..-The telephone's there•!." But ashamed, 
she had hidden her face on his arm. 
"I know; I looked at it." 
"I didn '1: ~ to s:ay that! Forgive me, 
I never--don't, don't, Edward! Don't you see 
I'm so happy now? Don't let us ever--Besides, 
I might not have heard. I was asleep too, you 
know, part of the night. " (f!., p • 215) 
"Ruling sympathy out," Miss Bowen remarks in the Notes, "a 
novel must contain at least one magnetic character" (CI, p. 253). 
Laurel, if only by default, magnetizes towards herself 
"perceptions, sense-impressions, desi:J;es" (CI, p. 253). 
"Placing the characters in receding orqer to their 
importance to the plot," Miss Bowen theorizes, "the number 
of their alternatives may be seen to diminish. What E. M. 
Forster has called the 'flat' character has no alternatives 
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at all" . (£!,, p. 252). Two of the most memorable characters in 
Friends and Relations are, in their very "flatness," amusing 
objects of comic satire. Theodora Thirdman, a prying, 
aggressive enfant terrible now grown into a sharp-tongued 
Lesbian, unashamedly pursues Janet ("I love her beyond 
propriety"), and ferrets out the circumstances of her marriage 
in the hope of bringing .Edward's duplicity into the open. Her 
motive is demonic: to rid Janet's mind of all fancies about 
Edward so that she may have Janet to herself. 
Equally vivid is Lady Elfrida Tilney, an extravagant 
talker whose charming muddlement and femininity cannot 
altogether hide her astuteness: "Nature and circumstance 
having made~her conceive of love as a very high kind of 
overruling disorder, she hoped much of any break with the 
amenities" (FR, p. 149). To her, Edward and Janet seem 
destined to love--their families can go hang. Rodney's 
first view of the woman whose intimacies with his uncle had 
once rocked Mayfair heightens Miss Bowen's irony: "More alive 
than a young girl, pulling down the cushions around her, she 
communicated a delight'in her own indiscretion. Rodney 
could see how it was that one came to_gossip" <m, p. 56). 
But the remarkable vitality and sharpness of these minor 
outlines hardly compensate for the unfocused central drama. 
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"It is the indivisibility of the act from the actor, and the 
inevitability of that act on the part of ~actor, that 
gives action verisimilitude" (CI, pp. 250-251). The success 
of Miss Bowen's minor characters accentuates her failure in 
Friends and Relations to create major characters equally 
definite and motivated. Her concern here with social 
restraints and personal renunciation loses much of its force 
in an ambiguous treatment of the main dramatic conflict. 
Scene. Miss Bowen's purposeful reduction of background 
serves to focus attention on character rather than "mood" or 
"atmosphere." Yet background contributes at times to the 
novel.'.s total meani,ng. A shift in emphasis is apparent. 
Rather than concentrating on pictorial effects, on surface 
impressions of scene, or on subjective "moments 11 as they 
relate to natural surroundings, Miss Bowen attempts a thorough 
dissection of social manners at once more objective and more 
satirical than; \heretofore . 
"Scene" is primarily a device here for manipulating time. 
The novel is divided into three sections of exactly equal 
length (seventy-five pages), each with a title--"Edward and 
Rodney," "The Fine Week," and 11Wednesday." Although it is 
clear from the start that place and time have some "atmos-
pheric" significance, irhey are sparingly used. The equation 
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between surroundings and theme so important to the earlier 
works, is incidental here. The section "Edward and Rodney," 
which spans an entire summer, is merely paced by the season, 
not immersed in the season's moods. 
It is true,howevet; that the title "The Fine Week" implies 
a connection between a run of fair September days and the 
family's high spirits. Furthermore, when Edward arrives at 
Batts to precipitate a crisis,the afternoon is "glaringly 
bright." But Miss Bowen has not tried to connect time or 
.. 
place with the characters' moods. Rather, scene is a binder, 
a source of unity for a series of otherwise frivolous, mean-
ingless, and undirected events. The first two sections cover 
' respectively a season and a week, the last section merely a 
day. An increasing density of narrative detail, an elaboration 
of moments accelerates the story's pace. Furthermore, the 
~ection entitled "Wednesday" imposes an abstract unity on the 
action quite lacking in the usual Bowen~que atmosphere. Like 
the first two sections, this last consists of eight separate 
episodes (numbered "I" to "VIII") whl.ch shift in rapid, 
kaleidoscopic succession from one character to the next. 
Throughout these "glimpses, shocks, enqounters," "setting" 
as physical background seems to have been deliberately under-
played. But "setting" as a unit in time assumes an important 
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new function. 
An immediate explanation lies in Miss Bowen's reminder, 
fifteen years later, that scene must have 11dramatic use" 
(CI, p. 254). Seldom are the characters in Friends and 
Relations portrayed through the medium of subjective commen-
tary; as a result, descriptions of place rarely have subjective 
force. Neither Janet nor Edward, for example, are depicted 
as persons sensitive to their surroundings. Miss Bowen's 
avoidance here of landscapes and interiors, of light and 
shadow,so prominent in her other works, may be explained as 
a desire to avoid the dramatically extraneous. Still, certain 
elements of scene have their place in the novel's narrow 
range of emot.ionality. Weather, for example, serves as a 
fickle, amused, even ironic god at the Tilney-Studdart wedding: 
• • • the rain fell steadily from before daylight, 
veiling trees and garden and-darkening the canvas 
of the marquee that should have caught the earliest 
sun in happy augury. The bride's relations frowned 
in sleep and were roused with a ~ense of doom by 
rain's inauspicious mutter on roofs and window-sills. 
Clouds with their reinforcements came rolling over 
the Malvern hills. Till quite late, the rooms at 
Corunna Lodge were dusky as though the morning had 
been delayed. (FR, p. 13) 
Here, at least, weather has "dramatic use.'' Premonitory 
of Laurel's difficult marriage with Edward, it diminishes 
them as it mocks. Yet weather is the author's, not the 
characters', apprehension of things. When the rain stops 
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just before lunch, its accommod.ati~g gesture is conventionally 
pretty, like the superficial emotions of the wedding itself: 
Later, during the ceremony, the sun came out, 
parting the clouds widely; so that Laurel's married 
way down the aisle was gold from successive windows. 
When she uncertainly smiled in the porch, against the 
strong blasts from the organ rolling out from behind, 
the umbrellas were finally down; the graves 
glittered. It was early-clos~ng day, friends from 
the Cheltenham shops were among the onlookers. 
(FR, p. 14) 
In short, Miss Bowen's purposeful ironies in the use of scene 
strengthen the effect of her main design, for her canvas as 
a whole portrays social forms and rituals--the consolation 
they provide, or the d~ead they inspire. Her tone is gentle, 
but unequivocally mocking: in order to have a summer wedding, 
the bride and groom "had devoured each other nervously 
throughout the endless winter" (FR, p. 15). Weather endlessly 
mocks the human comedy; even a setting sun seeks out the vain, 
the trivial, the mortal at the marriage feast: 
The bride and bridegr9om, the best man and the 
bridesmaids were photographed. The sun descended, 
the wet garden was staged in light; guests ventured 
out on duckboards to see the tulips. The sun, still 
descending, came in at the side of the marquee, 
painting the company. Laughter became expressed in 
glittering teeth, congeniality in a flashing eye-
glass. A white kid glove rolled back from a wrist, 
the half-ruined cake went golden •.• 
(FR, p. 22) 
When Janet, in her turn, plans to be married, she sets ·the 
event in October: she conceives of weather "as someone 
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' feminine, tractable while perverse, agreeably subject to the 
-domination of some wills" (E!, p. 30). The comment is no't 
without authorial irony; thereafter, Miss Bowen's satirical 
use of weather and scene grows bolder, more thea~rical. When 
Considine, Rodney's uncle and the former owner of "Batts," 
learns from Janet tha~ Lady Elfrida will visit them Miss 
Bowen's manipulation of weather as the counterpart of the 
aged lover's passion is playful irony: 
Heavy dews fell, the glass moyed to Set Fair, the 
pres~nt relaxed its grip on the house ••. It was 
today triumphantly Saturday, a hot blade of 
sunshine: Elfrida would be with them by tea-time. 
. (£:R, p. 105) 
The effect of glamorous Elfrida's arrival is rendered oblique~y 
in the estate's natural surroundings, now especially framed 
for her. All nature is subservient to her spontaneity and 
grace, her sensuous and utterly desirable womanhood. The 
overtones and densities of meaning in this passage enhance 
Lady Elfrida's dual role as the family's only liberated 
personality as well as its only femme fatale. Her Eden, 
the passage implies, has brought a hell upon earth to persons 
incapable of her daring: 
Lady Elfrida, wearing a large bright hat, went 
down slope by slope to the lake where, walking 
carefully on the slippery grass, she skirted the 
water. The lake, bending round the contour of 
the rise, had a rushing sluice at each end; the 
stream released from artifice went its way in 
curves through the shallow valley with a glad 
air of being its narrow self again. Over these 
flat meadows, pricked with budding flags and 
dark orchises, and over the mild ascent beyond, 
hung the whole bloom of June. • • 
(~, pp. 103-104) 
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Only occasionally in Friends and Relations do backgrounds 
reflect subjective states. When Janet is cross-examined in 
her own home by tbe brazenly curious Theodora, her forbearance 
is put to a fearful test. "Have you been happy? 11 asks 
Theodora, who is sexually attracted to Janet and prepared 
to break up her marriage at all costs. Janet's answer is 
firm, but her profound uncertainty is registered in the 
setting: 
11Yes, very, thank you," said Janet. Sitting 
here with her back to the window, she found the 
green glare of the lawn reflected along the walls, 
the glazed bookcase, the flank of the tallboise. 
These ~11 had an· immaterial quality as in firelight 
but, drawn up in a stillness like water's, did not 
waver. She felt, through the open window, summer 
come into the cool room and touch her shoulders. 
"It's been very fine," she added. 
(!!£, p. 110) 
Just before Edward and Janet are to argue over the question 
of the children's visit and mutely acknowledge their love, 
Edward, looking up at the great house with its luxuriant 
planting, has a vision of what she means to him: 
Far fram the terrace he had viewed the whole 
mass of her trees, at this season in their 
magnificence; thoughtless great plants vitally 
I • 
embracing the daylight, exercising upon his 
distraction a physical dominance. He saw the 
contours of the land in their whole mild power. 
She possessed the skyline; the sky, the large 
afternoon were bounded by her and localized. 
And narrowly pacing her terrace he had measured 
the whole of his own territory, the barren and 
pitted territory of emotion. 
(FR, p. 127) 
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The Notes will later justify scenic details which, though 
non-dramatic, have an "explanatory" value in establishing 
"the class, period, and general psychology of the characters" 
(CI, p. 262). But the explanatory scenes in Friends and 
Relations too often fail to connect directly with the main 
action. A comparison with The Death of the Heart is revealing: 
there, extensive visualization of· the apartment at Windsor 
Terrace, the private school, Waikiki Lodge, and the Karachi 
Hotel subtilizes the theme of Portia's painful emergence. In 
Friends and Relations, however, a number of settings seem over-
amplified and irrelevant. However brilliant they are in 
themselves, the following scenes prompt the reader to echo 
Miss Bowen's own question "Relevant to what?" (£!., p. 261): 
the Tilney-Studdart wedding; "Mellyfield, 11 Theodora's school 
in Surrey; several scenes of the younger generation at Batts; 
the Thirdman's London apartment; Market Keaton's shopping 
center; and Laurel's London club. The dramatic value of such 
scen~-painting is questionable. One is forced to conclude that 
the author's infatuation with backgrounds extraneous to her 
theme reveals her divided aims, her technical in$xperience. 
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Dialogue. Feeling, in Friends and Relations, is 
represented as being almost stifled by family and social 
pressures; it resists briefly, submits in the end. Utterances 
of any kind paradoxically, conceals ~ather than reveals 
emotions. Everybody seems 11 involved" in the drama of the 
Studdart-Tilney embarrassment, but no one really understands 
what has happened. In this, the most "talkative" novel 
Elizabeth Bowen has ever written, garrulity, hearsay, 
gossipy irrelevance, misconceived and misdirected sympathy--
all flourish in an atmosphere rank with chatty overgrowth. 
Dialogue serves both as a device off.mystification. (talk 
complicates the plot, sustains the action, and prolongs 
suspense) and as ~he chief object of her satire (talk is 
decorum and lies). Lady Elfrida's scandalous past has 
violently freed her from the ritualistic taboos others must 
respect, but her frankness and wit--thoroughly entertaining 
as "talkrr·-are ineffectual in solving Janet's problem. 
Theodora Thirdman cannot speak without distorting the truth. 
She is mannish, aggressive, brazenly curious about Janet's 
love-life. Though a social rebel, she is by temperament and 
interest aligned with society against Janet. The milksop 
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bachelor Lewis Gibson is credited with ''unclerstanding11 Edward 
and admiring Janet's quiet power, but his exchanges with 
Laurel and Theodora only emphasize his uselessness, his lack 
of true insight. Even such minor characters as Mr. and Mrs. 
Studdart talk to no point: they cannot or will not see the 
truth about their daughters • ~recocious Anna, child of 
Edward and Laurel, inadvertently blurts out the truth about 
her father's overnight disappearance, but. her discovery only 
forces Laurel's head farther into the sand. 
Understatement characterizes Janet's conversations with 
her husband--inarticulateness, with Edward. Miss Bowen is 
later to decree: "There must be present in dialogue--i.e., in 
each sentence spoken by each character--either (a) calculation, 
or (b) involuntary self-revelation" (CI, p. 256). That she 
has transformed a device ,for securing "faked realistic 
qualities" into a major source of social irony marks a 
distinct advance over her first two novels. When Rodney 
comes to his wife's bedside to welcome her back from London, 
he is at: once ardent and restrained. Can he conceive. of her 
impulse, the night before, to throw over everything--himself, 
their child Hermione, her serene position as chatelaine of 
Batts Manor--and fly to Edward's arms? His innocent questions 
terrify her, and so do her own casual, innocent answers: 
". • • Of course, I had to pay for my room. 
But the midnight train was beaptifully cool, Rodney-· 
Oh, yes~ I know, I'm sorry: I've been an idiot. I 
won!t~do it again. Yesterday wasn't really a good 
· day for me to go up . " 
"But you did enjoy yourself?" 
"Oh, yes; I'm glad I went." 
"vlhat are you going to do l'lith the Mothers ' 
Union?" 
"There's a treasure-hunt, and Hermione is going 
to take them out on the lake. I think perhaps, Rodney, 
I might sleep for half an hour." 
"I do 't'lish you would. I say, Janet, it wasn't 
awkward with Edward in any way'Z" 
"I don't understand, 11 she said, helplessly. 
"The Elfrida business • " 
"Oh, no; I think that has quite passed off." 
He kissed her. 
"Dear Rodney ••• " 
"I'm glad you're back," he s.aid, and crept out 
as though she were asleep already. Outside, his step 
quickened: this was a busy day for htm. 
"That was how it ·all wa§, you see," said Janet 
aloud. • • 
But it is in the major scenes involving Janet, Edward, 
and Laurel that dialogue most pointedly exploits the central 
mystery. Laurel's elaborate explanation of Edward's unhappy 
childhood and her request that Janet put off marrying Rodney 
are pathetic rationalizations for the failure of her own 
marriage. Similarly, exchanges between Laurel and Edward 
take place at moments of marital intimacy--between caresses, 
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or when Laurel's physical attraction makes him forget her lack 
of mature understanding (FR, pp. 38, 186, 216). Their 
relationship, which Lady Elfrida confidentially describes 
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to Janet as "nursery tea" (FR, p. 149), is conveyed entirely 
by dialogue, the qualities of which bear out Miss Bowen's 
later emphasis on "irrelevance, allusiveness, [and] 
erratichess" (CI, p. 255). 
But the dialogue between Janet and Edward is even more 
ambiguous. Laurel and Edward may try to conceal their lack of 
feeling but the lovers conceal feeling itself. Their first 
conversation 'together after Edward's marriage and Janet's 
engagement crackles with the sound of an opening rift in 
their relations. Miss Bowen has spoken of dialogue as a 
"confrontation" or "oc~asion, 11 each one of which is 
11unique, 11 since each represents ·something that has "changed--
advanced" (CI, p. 255). This meeting between the lovers is 
the occasion for Edward's deepest humiliation and Janet's 
inscrutability: 
"Why are we all in the dark?" 
"I can't think--are we?'* said Janet. 
They could see each other too plainly: it 
became obvious they were to quarrel. Edward, 
picking up the last of the peonies, said, not 
too pleasantly: "My mother is never alone, is she?" 
"I shall be going home on Friday." 
"You misunderstand me--" 
She knew she did not. "How's Laurel?" 
"Hating this heat •11 
She may or may not have smiled, sitting 
there on the sofa mysteriously engaged with 
herself. 11But Tilneys," continued Edward, 
"generally seem to be overwrought. Did Rodney 
notice?" 
"Rodney? Oh no, why'l I think you exaggerate. 
I'll go to bed now, then you can talk to Lady 
Elfrida.'' 
"But it's nine o'clock. 11 
"Then I'll read." 
"But you don't read, do you?" 
"I can," said Janet, with an audible smile. 
"You never ask what's the matter, do you? 
Perhaps you don't notice." 
'~ell, I did think you were being a little odd. 
Are you tired, Edward?" 
(FR, pp. 70-71) 
Speech, Miss Bowen comments in the Notes, is "what the 
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characters do to each other" (£!., p. 255). Janet asks Edward 
if he real~y believes she is marrying into the Meggatt family 
to annoy him, and Edward retorts by accusing her of not really 
caring for Rodney. A chasm threatens to open beneath them, but 
merci£~lly the truth is hidden, the surface of life deftly 
restored: "She could not dislike what had been said more than 
he did; he considered, however, that it was for her to speak. 
They must get back somehow" (FR, p. 72). Each conversation 
thereafter unmistakeably reveals their love; yet each ends in 
mutual resentment ·and a retreat to "things as they are." In 
the final parting scene their speeches can only express mutual 
:renunciation under pressure of friends and relations • Even 
their emotions, lacking urgency, have become atrophied: 
"Goodbye?" he asked again. 
"Do we have to say that? Don't waste my courage 
at the very beginning." 
"Janet. • . ? 11 
"What am I saying? This is the end. 11 
"You don't know." 
"We made each other no promises. 11 
"You're right," said Edward, very white. 
"How could we?" he added with a kind of exalted 
bitterness. "~fuat are our promises worth?" 
"As much as Elfrida's." 
"She--" 
"Don't speak of her!" cried Janet; this 
first identity of their thoughts was horrible. 
"She was her own; she spent her own life. But 
you and I-- 11 
"We're less free?" 
"No. I mean," she said with a c~rious lift 
of the eyelids, a fixing of her distended pupils 
upon his own, "we have no--no bitter necessity." 
Thus, the technical aspects of dialogue in Friends and 
Relations bear directly bn its theme. A conflict between 
garrulous surfaces and unspoken depths pervades the action. 
Dialogue is merely "Talk" in the sense that it fails to 
communicate feeling in a society indifferent to feeling. 
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One can only regret that this satirical use of dialogue makes 
even the lov~rs objects of Miss Bowen's belittling irony. 
Advance . Obj ect4ttts to Janet and Edward on the grounds 
of insufficient development ignore the author's real intentions. 
4ctually, Miss Bowen has sacrificed much of the space she 
might have devoted to t~e main action•-the love affair between 
Janet and Edward--to a series of minor relationships between 
"friends and relations." Thus, a rapid sequence of events 
involving secondary characters contrasts ironically with the 
main characters' dilemma. The title itself, like the first 
and last chapters, suggests the author's concept of her 
material: not the love affair itself but the repercussions 
of that affair; not the disturbance at the center of the 
Studdart-Tilney rock pool but those faint wavelets of 
animatiort and horror nibbling remorselessly at the pool's 
edge. However inhibited the central action, its effect on 
friends and relations is shown as dynamic. 
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We reach a paradox: Miss Bowen's most "static" novel is 
among her most swiftly paced. In the strained cheer of 
weddings, family reunions, hotel luncheons and superficial 
amenities she will convey the fruitlessness and self-deception 
that make "manners 11 ne~cessary. Unwilling or unable at this 
stage in her career to handle directly the deeper implications 
of the love story, she will render it obliquely, impression-
istically. That her firmly established impressionistic 
technique actually determines the theme of Friends and Relations 
there can be little doubt: again and again she will underplay, 
or omit altogether, scenes and relationships rich in dramatic 
possibility only because th~y are too explicit for her purposes. 
For example, Elfrida's affair with Considine, though brilliantly 
summarized, is a shadowy thing at best, serving chiefly as a 
skeleton in the closet, a dead family scandal resuscitated by 
Edward in order to bloq;k Janet 1 s romance. Later, howe'\Ter, Miss 
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Bowen brings Elfrida and Considine together for an extended 
interval only to subordinate them rigorously to the central 
irony of her comedy of manners. A third dramatic potential~ty 
deliberately unrealized is the incompatible marriage of Laurel 
and Edward. A fourth is the strange relationship between 
Janet and her husband Rodney. Even the key scenes between 
Janet and Edward are made to appear muffled and inarticulate. 
In short, Miss Bowen replaces clear-cut motivation, overt 
action, and open conflict with a succession of "moments, 
glimpses, and encounters" dynamic enough in themselves to 
advance an almost static plot. 
The Notes contain the obvious remark that in the novel 
11everything cannot be described [or] stated" and that an 
omitted action must be felt in its consequences: "The stated 
Tuesday must be shown as a derivative of the unstated Monday" 
(CI, p. 259). In terms of structure this means that in 
doubling back on her narrative, Miss Bowen holds retrospective 
explanations to a minimum and -jumps ahead to a fresh scene, 
itself the consequence of omitted events; it means, too, that 
the reader, artfully prevented from keeping abreast of the 
action, experiences the story largely as a series of trivial 
reactions which obliquely and impressionistically suggest 
major developments. 
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Close analysis of these pages ~eveals some of the devices 
of 11 advance" which give Friends and Relations greater continuity 
than either The Hotel or The Last September. 'l'he account of 
the S~ddart-Tilney wedding in the first chapter is in marked 
contrast to her earlier exposit;~on. An impressionistic 
rendering of lights and surfaces and moods, does not prevent 
the story from moving fo-rWard. Laurel and Edward are shown 
as victims of a horrible mistake in which Janet, too, is 
implicated. The ineffable Janet, busy with a hundred small 
details of the ceremony, suffers with good cheer. Something 
''· 
has happened; something worse-is about to happen. Showers 
hang portent<lusi}z;? in the sky. Lady Elfrida's ambiguous 
remarks to a friend during the reception are caught up by 
an eavesdropping adolescent. What is the relation of the 
Studdart girls to the bridegroom? In order to shift interest 
from the atmosphere.of the wedding to the central dramatic 
conflict, Miss Bowen now breaks in on this scene with another 
scene: Janet and her mother are examining photographer's 
proofs of the wedding two weeks later. Their reactions 
emphasize the entangled state of affairs in the Tilney and 
Studdart families. The reader is made to feel, in the words 
of the Notes, that what"has not been described or stated has, 
none the less, happenedu (£1, p. 259). For the first time in 
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Miss Bowen's narrative, an impressionistic rendering of mood 
and atmosphere serves to defi~e the past and prefigure the 
future--in short, ~o advance the story. 
The second chapter further illustrates the author's 
improved skill in maintaining forward movement even in the 
presence of detailed expos it ion. Janet has announced her 
engagement. The narrative doubles back swiftly to her first 
encounter with Rodney Meggatt, their hasty courtship, his 
presentation to her parents. There were, we learn, night-
marish days for Janet when fate hung in the balance, days when 
Edward and Laurel, honeymooning on the Dalmatian coast, sent 
horrified communications to Cheltenham: Rodney's uncle and 
Edward's mother had had, it seems, a "pas t 11 together. In all 
this Miss Bowen keeps her narrative focused on the present. 
The Tilney family-scandal provides the first link in a chain 
of trivial events which the author ironically gives more 
importance than the breaking of the lovers' hearts • Janet's 
air of cryptic satisfaction at being engaged; her·parents' 
comic struggle to weigh the scandal against Rodney's legacy; 
Lady Elfrida's clear preference for Janet over her son's bride, 
Janet's sister--these satisfy Miss Bowen's later demand for 
a narrative continuity that is "obvious 11 and "unbroken" 
(CI, p. 259). 
-
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Visual Angle; Moral Angle. It is no coincidence that 
Miss Bowen's most "talkative" novel is also her most detached. 
In order to convey a social milieu dominated by codes, rituals, 
and appearances, she has entered the consciousness of each 
character in turn but has avoided close or prolonged identifi-
cation with any of them--even with the heroine. The fact that 
no one character really engages our sympathy suggests that, 
"psychological space" has not been "requisitioned" (CI, p. 252). 
For example, Janet must share the limelight not only with 
Laurel but with Theodora, Edward, and Lady Elfrida. Owing to 
lack of "space,·" Janet fails to magnetize our "memories, sense 
impressions, and desires." Yet there is no other "center of 
consciousness." Detachment is bought at too high a price. In 
terms of Miss Bowen's pitiless irony not even Janet succeeds 
in setting herself apart from the friends and relations 
against Whom she is supposedly embattled. 
In a sort of narrative "coda~" the author reinforces 
the irony of her title. Friends and relations, she implies 
in her closing episode, are not only outside of, but inimical 
tp, our most cherished values as individuals--a sort of 
conspiracy against our selfhood. But friends and relations 
are the world. Submission to the world involves the suppression 
of feelings which set us apart as individuals. That Janet and 
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Edward's joint renunciation of self involves personal tragedy 
seems clear. Yet it is also inevitable. Miss Bowen's final 
scene brings this out in the form of an habitual action--the 
' 
annual visit of each daughter, unaccompanied by her family, 
to her girlhood surroundings. In a very real sense this last 
glimpse of the Studdart family at Corunna Lodge brings the 
action around full circle. Years have intervened, but the 
Studdart glrls are once more daughters, not wives or mothers. 
The omniscient point of view takes the reader backwards as 
well as forwards in time: he shares the memories and desires 
of the elder Studdarts. l~atever anxieties they may once 
have had about Janet and Laurel have yielded to time. 
The visual angle now shifts to a point deeper within 
Mrs. Studdart's mind. She often lies awake asking questions 
of an imaginary confidante: Does Janet really appreciate 
Rodney'! Is she a "satisfied 11 wife? When will Laurel grow 
up? And just how "difficult" is Edward as a husband? Mrs. 
Studdart' s matriarchy, it is delicately suggested, ~E!stia tt~ 
ofi intuition, wishful thinking, and blindness. 
In the final passage the camera lens soars above 
Cheltenham as Colonel Studdart ~~alks' arm-in-arm with both · 
daughters. The habitual is now particularized: 11That 
September ••. they had both daughters with them at once. . . . II 
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An ironically cheery note is sounded in the closing description 
of orderly Cheltenham. Serene Colonel Studdart and his affec-
tionate daughters, are dappled by leafy sunlight in the waning 
resort season: 
• • • To left and right his friends smiled their 
felicitations, raising their hats; his daughters 
bowed smiling to left and right. The grand white-
pilast-ered houses shone; the chestnuts might well 
have flowered. Leaves falling danced their less 
than moment on the gold sunshine; spring itself could 
not have been gayer. A touch of chill on the air made 
the day brighter. Along a kerb, the polished cars 
were drawn up between white lines, diagonally; everyone 
was in Cheltenham. Here comes the wind and a fine 
touch of spray; before the colondades of the 
Imperial the long willow branches, the fountain 
blew one way, to meet the Studdarts. 
They had come into Cheltenham for no reason; 
Colonel Studdart suggested tea. Shop windows 
reflected the scene and sunshine polished, a tone 
darker; and the three pausing figures. The tourist 
season was not yet over: a horn in the street, some 
alarm of departure brought two American visitors 
hurriedly down the steps of the hotel where Edward 
had stayed before the wedding. 
By presenting the Studdarts sub specie aeternitatis, the 
author turns her impressionism to ironic use. "Angle," 
the Notes remind us, "has two senses--(a) visual, (b) moral" 
(CI, p. 257). Removed from context, Miss Bowen's closing 
scene is merely visual; viewed against the story's tensions, 
it is charged with irony--a gentle moral irony which pits 
private agonies against the bri~t and overwhelming indiffer-
ence of a public world. 
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CHAPTER VII 
TO THE NORTH 
The first three novels adumbrate a view that will 
eventually constitute Miss Bowen's central theme. Baldly 
stated, it is that disillusionment is not only a condition 
of life but also a process of growth. In The Hotel, for 
. 
example, the author refuses to champion Sydney Warren 
against Mrs. Kerr--the first indication of an ironic aloofness 
destined in the later novels to counterbalance the reader's 
impulsive sympathy for her romantic but deluded heroines. 
Admittedly, Mrs. Kerr is hard, selfish and worldly; but 
Sydney is so naively, excessively demanding that her "innocence" 
must suffer the author 1 s stern~~ judgment. 
This ironic leavening in The Hotel transforms its 
potentially tragic situation into satire. Similarly, the 
closing pages of The Last September, for all the poignancy 
of Lois's blighted romance with her doomed soldier, remind us 
that Miss Bowen's compassion is not without i~s ironies. To 
ignore the equation between Lois's tragic susceptibilities 
and her fond desire for the moon would be to blunt the story's 
satirical edge. 
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In Friends and Relations Miss Bowen's view of innocence 
is more forthright and explicit. Janet Studdart's decision 
to resist Edward Tilney returns her to a prosaic marriage. It 
also abruptly ends her protracted girlhood~ since~ in repudi-
ating her dream of life-as-it-should-be Janet must embrace 
life-as-it-is. 
1 
With her fourth novel~ To The North, Elizabeth Bowen 
"discovers" the theme latent in her early work and accords it 
a central and unitary position. Witnessing the private agonies 
of her fourth disenchanted heroine, Emmeline Summers~ the 
author coldly appraises her through the eyes of her lover: 
nshe was her own victim. He was unhappy in having touched her; 
she would never be warned. Justice, inscutable under the 
bandage, remained [his] cold ally~ (TN, p. 291). The statement 
epitomizes Miss Bowen's double vision of the sensibility at 
war with society just as it reflects he~ ambivalence in the 
two major novels to follow~ The House in Paris and The Death of 
the Heart. Not surprisingly, this tension appears elsewhere 
in Miss Bowen's non-fiction; it suggests, by its very per-
sistence, a precarious balance between impulse and consideration~ 
personal feeling and social judgment which links this author with 
1New York: Alf~ed Knopf, 1950; hereinafter abbreviated as 
TN. First published in England by Victor Gollancz (London, 1932). 
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Jane Austen. Explaining the necessity for objective judgment 
in the face of intense emotional involvement, Miss Bowen 
writes: nit is not only our fate but our business to lose 
innocence, and once we have lost that, it is futile to attempt 
2 
a picnic in Eden. u 
As a fictional elaboration of this theme To The North is, 
up to this time, the most intense and unified of the novels. 
Jocelyn Brooke has observed a uthickening" of Miss Bowen's 
3 
style, especially in her descriptive passages; certainly 
none of her previous novels display so complex a symbolic 
texture. Other technical features are noteworthy. The main 
characters are more fully developed, their traits more important 
to the action. Minor figures have more color, wit, and 
dramatic interest. The sub-plot, a social comedy, is 
structurally and thematically of a piece with the tragic 
story of Emmeline, the heroine. Finally, motivation is free 
of the annoying ambiguities which flaw her previous wor~. 
Examining more steadily the psychological complexity of her 
characters, Miss Bowen at last succeeds in writing a novel 
that is less a tissue of revelations than a tightly knit 
2
ci, p. 265; repr. from "Out of a Book,u Orion III (1946). 
3Elizabeth Bowen, .p. 19. 
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fabric of recognizable and predictable characters in action. 
In her own words the rrencounters, impressions, momentary 
impacts, [and] shocks" which constituted the na£rative material 
of her first three novels now begin to yield to a more unified 
design. 
Plot. The complex symbolism in To The North tempts us to 
find in the "Notes" some clue to Miss Bowen's use of imagery 
as a vehicle for her theme. But the search is fruitless; 
except for a cryptic reference to diction as "action of 
languages, language of action" (CI, p. 249), nothing in her 
theory, here or elsewhere, is of much help. Still, her 
' principle of choice is apparent; the title itself is one pole 
in an elaborate system of concrete references to direction, 
latitude, climate, and temperature Which heightens the central 
drama. Images of heat and cold, for example, underscore the 
theme of individual feeling in conflict with social patterns, 
of private illusions with public realities, and of innocence 
with experience. The "Notes" contain the statement that the 
novel "cannot claim a single poetic license" (CI, p. 250); 
yet, judging from its pervasive symbolism, To The North is 
conceived as a modern allegory. Furthermore, in spite of 
concessions to "realism" in plot, character, and scene, Miss 
Bowen's story retains the same quality of a "romance" frequently 
4 associated with the theories of Hawthorne and Henry James. 
174 
Henry James's solution, in The American, to what he later 
called an "affront to verisimilitude" was to present his story 
refracted through the sensibility of Christopher Newman: this 
was James's "beautiful infatuation." In To The North, however, 
Miss Bowen shuns the fixed "Jamesian" point of view by entering 
the distracted heroine's mind only long enough to make her 
illusions convincing, then withdrawing to a point of compas-
sionate omniscience. The difference in these two uses of 
illusion is revealing: James sees illusion as a narrative mode, 
a way of presenting reality, while Miss Bowen sees illusion as 
5 
a moral issue, a painful clash between fancy and fact. It is 
thus in the intricate symbolic texture of the story that the 
heroine's illusions become most vivid and convincing. 
Another feature of plot directly related to the novel's 
symbolic content is the almost equal importance given the 
4
rn the preface to the New York edition of The American 
James wrote: "The experience here represented is the discon-
nected and uncontrolled experience--uncontrolled by our general 
sense of the way things happen--which romance alone successfully 
palms off on us." See The Art of the Novel, ed. Richard P. 
Blackmur (New York: Charles Scirbner's, 1934), p. 34. 
5william Webster Heath argues cogently that James used 
illusion to 11approximate" reality whereas Miss Bowen uses it 
"to be set off against" reality, a distinction which has the 
virtue of p'aralleling the one above. See Elizabeth Bowen and 
the~radition of the Novel (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Department of English, University of Wisconsin, 1956), p. 411. 
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' 
characters of Emmeline and Cecilia. Again, contrasting images 
of climate, season, and temperature emphasize the psychological 
differences between them. Unfortunately, the action involving 
Cecilia Summers gets out of hand; originally intended as a 
foil for Emmeline, she sometimes eclipses her. Cecilia's 
perfunctory romance with the inept Julian Tower is set against 
Emmeline's passionate affair with Mark Linkwater; when Cecilia 
accepts Julian's proposal, she makes a compromise with feeling 
which contrasts strikingly with Emmeline's absolute immunity 
to life, her austere perfectionism. We are reminded of Miss 
Bowen's later warning against plot as "a display of ingenuity" 
(CI, p. 249). Although these complicated lines of action serve 
allegory, they result in divided interest. 
Two minor lines of action, however, are entirely effective~ 
The first involves Lady Georgina Waters' genius for giving bad 
advice to troubled young married couples already on the verge 
of divorce. The other involves Pauline--a mousy orphan on 
the verge of young womanhood--who unwittingly hastens her 
• 
guardian's marriage to Cecilia. Pauline's girlish innocence, 
soon to adapt itself to society, contrasts ironically with the 
fixed and tragic unworldliness of Emmeline, who can never learn 
the world's ways. 
The significance of Fhese separate strands of action is 
considered below as each relates to Miss Bowen's theory of 
Characters, Scene, Dialogue, Angle, and Advance. 
Characters. Ennneline' s character is more complex than 
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that of her predecessors. A composite of Sydney Warren, Lois 
Farquhar, and Janet Studdart, she anticipates Portia Quayne in 
The Death of the Heart. Her character is her fate; that is to 
say, her potentialities are fully realized as action. Character, 
the "Notes" assert, "is only so created ••• as to give action. 
• • verisimilitude" (CI, p. 249)--a rule more applicable here 
than earlier. Ennneline is a knowledgeable innocente, a pain-
fully reticent child of life whose outer shell hides an appalling 
susceptibility to illusions. Tough-minded and self-sufficient 
in her role as partner in a London travel agency, she tries to be 
equally so in her personal affairs. But when the author 
ironically exercises "right of entryn into Ennneline's "per-
~eptions, sense impressions, and desires," we are appalled by 
her ~aw sensibility, her exalted demands on life" her cold 
moral absolutism. 
The amplification of these basic traits in her nature are 
always thematically relevant. At the very outset, for example, 
she is given not only unworldly but other-worldly attributes: 
She was tall, with slight narrow figure and ·y •• 
hands; her movements were leisurely and inconsequent. 
At twenty-five she looked very young, or perhaps rather 
ageless. Her red-bronze hair, not cut v~ry short, 
sprang from a center parting to fall in loose waves 
each side of her narrow oval face. The s1pring of her 
hair, the arch of her eyebrows, her air between ser-
enity and preoccupation made her look like an angel. 
She was not quite angelic; though she was seldom 
exactly difficult, Cecilia sometimes found her a 
shade perverse; she mistook theory for pr~nciple. 
Her spectacles, which from an independenc~ that would 
rather blunder than be directed, she seld0m wore, had 
frail tortoiseshell rims the same tone as'her hair, 
and made her look very much more serious and 
intelligent .•• She was very short-sighted ••• 
(TN, p~. 13-14) 
- l 
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The portrait effectively balances between realism &£d allegory. 
I 
"Whatever the other foot may be doing,," Miss Bowen remarks in 
I 
the "Notes,'' the novelist must always have "one\ foot, sheer 
circumstantiality, to stand on" (CI, p. 250). Instances of 
this precept in actual practice can be multiplied. Julian, 
recalling "what a cool note her name struck in Gecilia's talk," 
I 
is intrigued by Emmeline's "mild interest and l~vely, attentive 
face" (:!]!, p. 27). Her myopia, another as~ect df innocence, 
also represents her failure to grasp human complexity and 
weakness • At a party one evening she gazes at Ji.ulian "as if 
l 
he were a clock." Even if she had wished, we are told, 
I 
she could not have seen into him very far; she was 
short-sighted in every sense. Watching sli~ past her 
a blurred, repetitive pattern she took to be life, she 
adored fact--the exact departure of trains-~and had 
taught herself to respect feeling. • • · 
(TN, p. 28) 
Emmeline wonders at the absence of passion ~n people; but 
I 
I 
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at the same time she suspects overstatement "with its 
mystification and false accents," and she demands "a fearless 
exactituden between herself and Mark Linkwater. "Markie," 
having seduced her on a trip to Paris and having witnessed 
"the passionless entirety" of her surrender, discovers that 
"involuntarily, the manner of her abandonment had avenged her 
innocence" (TN, p. 177). It is her "radiance" which pricks 
his male pride-in-the-kill, for he sees that "the very fine 
conscience is ••• its own law, knowing no wrong, oply what 
is repugnant" (TN, p. 182). 
But the angelic in Emmeline cannot stay indefinitely aloft. 
Sexual intimacy with Markie deprives her of the old sisterly 
confidences with Cecilia. Passion is not enough; it must be 
squared with society's demands. Facing he~ own nature for the 
first time, "she knew she would not have the heart to say: 'That 
was never me'; and pain began to attend thi~ birth in her of 
the woman.n Still, the angel in her will not surrender to 
human imperfection--will, rather, fight humanity to the death. 
Thus, Emmeline's "fall'' begins when she realizes that she 
cannot reconcile heaven and earth: "The new power, momentarily 
not bearing her up, became like wings dragging, a heaviness at 
the shoulders" (TN, p. 184). 
Miss Bowen's symbolic evocation of Emmeline as an angel 
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persists in references to her "divine humorlessness," her 
"angelic politeness," her nunconscious royalty." Tragedy 
awaits her refusal to compromise her feelings. Her lover 
thinks: "Under her too high idea of life· and himself some 
part of him groaned, involuntarily (TN, p. 227). In Paris 
Emmeline had been free ormundane guarantees and necessities; 
she had stepped "into the region of the immoderate, where we 
are more than ourselves." Miss Bowen· adds: "Here are no 
guarantees. Tragedy is the precedent: tragedy confounding 
life with its masterful disproportion" (TN, pp. 229-230). 
The author's chief problem in To The North is to 
externalize these potentialities in Emmeline's character as 
a series of actions. Emmeline's absolute innocence is like 
a vacuum. Morally and physically nature abhors it. Aesthetically, 
it seems poor stuff for fiction. Somehow, Emmeline's other-
worldliness must be made fictionally "real." Not only must 
she materialize as a "palpable physical reality," but, as the 
"Notes" decree, she must be given "a range of alternatives" 
in keeping with her dramatic importance (CI, p. 252). 
Emmeline does materialize; we know her through her "sense 
impressions," if·not her desires. We also measure her in her 
effect on others. Like Jane Studdart, she has a "dark" 
inexplicable side. Markie accused her love of being "simply 
180 
a theory," and when Cecilia urgently summons Emmeline to 
return to London, the conflict in Emmeline's mind is left 
vague. She rushes back to Cecilia (out of sisterly affection? 
or fear of discovery?). Cecilia does not know that she and 
Markie have taken a cottage for the weekend • Perhaps she is 
unwilling to admit, even to herself, Markie 1 s power to in-
fatuate. In an effort to suggest complexity Miss Bowen has 
only succeeded in being obscure. Emmeline's lover, angered 
at a self-sufficiency fully a match for his own, provokes a 
quarrel. In order to bring Ennneline "down to earth, 11 he 
promptly renews intimacies with an old flame. He rightly 
suspects that Ennneline 1 s spirit is too rarified for the 
atmosphere surrounding her own illicit behavior. Shortly 
thereafter the sight of Markie with the "lowish" Daisy shatters 
her own exalted image of herself. When Cecilia attempts to 
reunite the lovers, her dinner party is only "martyrizing" 
for Emmeline (TN, p. 284). A fallen angel, betrayed by her 
earthly impulses but unwilling to accept life's terms, 
Emmeline resolves to withdraw from life. In a melodramatic 
climax, she drives herself and the remorseful Markie into the 
path of an oncoming car. The episode obviously underscores 
Miss Bowen's conviction that once innocence is lost, "it is 
futile to picnic forever in Eden." One is reminded of Sydney's 
withdrawal "to another resort on the Riviera.," of Lois's 
dispatch to a language school in Tours, and of Janet's 
sudden awakening to something she never had. By contrast, 
Emmeline's violent extinction is pitched at a theatrical 
and allegorical level appropriate to her role as a symbol. 
181 
To reconcile her conception of Emmeline with the demands 
of verisimilitude Miss Bowen has resorted to the device of 
using her as a clear glass through which to view an imperfect 
world. Dramatically, then, Emmeline is measured by her impact 
on others. Passive, unawakened, and uncomplicated, she is 
of course, a source of embarrassment in a sophisticated and 
aggressive world. She causes Cecilia to doubt her own 
capacity for love, then to study her own motives, and finally 
to ~ppreciate Julian's stalwart, if unlyrical, virtues. She 
tells Emmeline: "Yes, I do love him as much as I'm able. I 
wish there were more of me, but we do know how we stand11 
(TN, p. 265). Julian, too, sees himself and his engagement 
much more clearly after observing Emmeline's appalling 
romanticism. Even the predatory Markie comes to terms with 
hiw own nature, and with his conscience, when--realizing the 
full extent of Emmeline's naivety--he wills to leave her midway 
in their affair. Although Emmeline is based on an abstraction, 
her innocence materializes in the vividness of her illusions and 
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in her unconsciously dynamic effect on those about her. 
Scene. At first glance the specifications for Scene 
in the "Notes" appear too rigid. "Scene is only justified," 
Miss Bowen writes, rrwhere it has dramatic use" (CI, p. 254). Yet 
she clearly allows for its functional value in 11 establishing the 
class, period, and general psychology of the characters" (CI, 
p. 262). The "explanatory" scene, by supplying nan alternative 
to the narrator's voice," serves the novelist much as objects 
on the state serve the playwright. 
A number of settings in To The North contribute, not 
directly to action or character, but to What the author has 
called nstage-properties necessary for 'business"' (CI, p. 262). 
Among these are the scenes in Emmeline's struggling little 
travel bureau--its pathetic show of efficiency-in-a-mouse-hole, 
its friction between partners, and its trouble with prima-
donna stenographers. Although these details point up the 
heroine's visionary and impractical nature, her myopic self-
dedication, her other-worldliness even in making a living, 
Miss Bowen's infatuation with scene for its own s~ke slows 
the narrative. Similarly~ the account of the orphaned 
Pauline's boarding-school life is of dubious relevance: she 
is a secondary charavter. In The Death of the Heart, school 
scenes have an intimate bearing on the heroine's growth and 
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attitude. In To The North, however, one is aware of 
autobiographical mater~al imperfectly assimilated as fiction. 
More effective as an "explanatory" scene is Gerda's cocktail 
party or Lady Waters' weekend at "Farraways"; both are sounding 
boards for Emmeline's doubts just before her surrender to 
Markie. 
But the most striking innovation in To The North is 
its pervasive use of a small group of symbols, most of them 
used scenically, which acquire in the course of the story 
primary thematic significance. At first their reference is 
only literal; in the opening chapter we are treated to a 
series of polarities--among others, heat and_cold, north and 
south, England and Italy, light and darkness, heart and 
heartlessness. The movement from literal to figurative may 
be seen in contrasting the novel's first sentence with a 
passage on the last page. '.·The story opens: "Towards the end · 
of April a breath from the north blew cold down Milan platforms 
to meet the returning traveler"; and it closes with the 
following: "But, from beyond, the North--ice and unbreathed air, 
lights whose reflections since childhood had brightened and 
chilled her sky, touching to life at all points a sense of 
unshared beauty_--reclaimed her for its clear solitude" (TN, 
pp. 1, 302) • 
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The process of symbolization that lies between these two 
treatments of scene deserves some attention. Elsewhere in her 
early fiction Miss Bowen's symbols are relatively simple scenic 
equivalents of mood. One might speak of them as "atmospheric11 
and "fluid, " in contrast to Henry James's more static symbols, 
with their neater aesthetic referents, their greater clarity 
and logic. Yet in this one novel, Miss Bowen strives for a 
symbolic pattern consistent with her allegory. Though some 
precedent for this symbolic consistency exists in the early 
stories and in separate chapters of the early novels, the 
7 
resulting patterns cldd not serve a moral allegory. Early in 
To The North, on the other hand, Miss Bowen defines, in symbolic 
terms, the main forces of the moral conflict. As with a 
symphonic motto, scenic imagery is modul~ted, developed, and 
recapitulated at intervals throughout the work. Metaphors of 
heat and cold coexist in a moody chiaroscuro of light and 
darkness. To the traveler heading north, Milan is "the last 
of Italy"; almost in tears Cecilia recalls Umbria, where 11the 
world had visibly hung in light" (TN, p. 2). Prematurely 
widowed, she indulges in flirtations which, by their very 
7In Encounters, see "Requiescat" and 11 All Saints"; in Ann 
Lee's, "The Parrot" and "The Secession"; in The Hotel, Ch. XXI 
C'Valley") aad Ch. XXIII ("Next Corner"). The light imagery in 
The Last September, together with symbolic references to the 
Anglo-Irish manor-house, provides a loosely metaphorical basis 
for moral judgments, not a broad allegorical pattern. 
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emptiness, sadden her with the sense of a missed lffe. The 
train 1 s ascent through chill Alpine scenery gives her "a 
gassy vacancy of spirit," and in the dining car., while dusk 
falls "in sheets of rain," she meets Emmeline's future lover: 
his coldness reminds her of nan agreeable reptile11 (TN, p. 3). 
Scenic symbolis~then.,unites with images .reflecting traits 
of character. Cecilia herself has "little heart," and that is 
why strangers go straight to her head. She can enjoy, even in 
a first glance "all the deceptions of intimacy" (TN, pp. 4, 6). 
Mark Linkwater's intellectuality and Cecilia's sentimentality are 
poles apart; ~heir divergent response to Rome reflects their 
common heartlessness: 
As he·talked, antiquity became brittle, Imperial 
columns and arches like so much canvas • Mark's Rome 
was late Renaissance, with a touch of the slick 
mundanity of Vogue ••• Cecilia's--whose personal Rome 
was confined to one mildish Boston princess.and her 
circle., who spent innocent days in the Forum displacing 
always a little hopefully a little more dust with the 
point of her parasol, who sighed her way into churches 
and bought pink ink-tinted freezias at the foot of the 
Spanish steps--could not but be impressed. 
(TN, p. 7) 
The naturalistic surface of the narrative rapidly assumes 
a metaphorical role. Beginning in April and ending in August, 
Emmeline's love follows a solar arc of rising intensity, 
brilliant illumination, portentGuse decline. Physical ardor 
is suggested by the temperature of the hour--emotional precar-
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iousness by alternations of London fog and hard French sunlight. 
Scene, in short, steadily comments on the polarities of feeling 
in the love affair--on either Emmeline's heartfelt romanticism 
or Markie's persuasive sexuality. 
As a counterpoint to the rhythms of seasonal change, scene 
also traces the heroine's daily cycles of yearning, fulfillment, 
and separation. Light imagery dominates the moods· of all the 
characters, whether Cecilia's pretty vacuity (TN, p. 20) or 
Emmeline's rising awareness of her effect o~Markie, his effect 
on her (TN, p. 67). Light is ominously missing from the scene 
in which Markie conveys his scorn of domestic suburbia to 
Emmeline (TN, p. 68). And on her first visit to his apartment, 
Wholesome natural light vies with the artificial light against 
Which his offensive will be launched: 
One stepped back from summer, late light in 
squares and gardens, into the seasonless glare of 
festivity. Emmeline's world, that had hung shining 
throughout the week like a bubble on some divine 
breath, contracted suddenly to this room--staring, 
positive, full of shelves and tables--the scene of 
some terror from which she had lately fled •.• (!!'J., p. 82) 
Such. images multiply as the climax approaches. Markie' s 
tousled appearance in her garden one morning,. after an all-
night escapade, interposes "a ragged and bulky cloud" (TN, 
pp. 128-129). She has written a letter the burden of which 
is an impetuous return of his affection; still unposted, 
it seems untimely now: 
• • • this idea of pleasure as isolated, arctic, 
regarding its own heart only, became desolating to 
Emmeline as a garden whose flowers were ice. Those 
north lights coloring the cold flowers became her 
enemies; her heart warming or weakening, she felt at 
war with herself inside this cold zone of solitude. 
She desired lo~mess and fallibility, longing to break 
the mirro~ and touch the earth. • • 
(TN, pp. 130-131) 
In this passage a number of images, until now independently 
sustained, converge in a single impression o,f Emmeline's 
movement from innocence to knowledge, from solitude and 
coldness of heart to passion, disillusionment, and pain. 
Betrayed by her own innocence and unwilling to accept the 
terms which life imposes~ she moves swiftly beyond the zone 
of passion towards an absolute solitude. Her flight from 
life is paralleled by an increasing number of scenic refer-
ences to speed, darkness, cold, and direction. Intermingled 
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with these are allusions to Emmeline's myopia, her heedlessness 
in London traffic, her love of travel, and her absorption in 
speed--all clues to her angelic vulnerability~ all omens of 
her destruction. For her lover, flying with her to Paris, 
the earth was good enough, he could have asked no 
better; he observed, however, from Emmeline's face 
of delight that something had happened; earth had 
slipped from their wheels that, spinning, rushed 
up the air. 
(TN, p. 168) 
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. 
Paris, the scene of Emmeline's surrender to feeling, is to 
the south, but in the final scene she speeds north with her 
lover along a busy London arterial. As we have noted, the 
central symbol is contained in the title itself: the phrase 
"to the north" has expanded in a succession of contexts each 
of which abstracts a quality of cold ~b.sbiuttrusfu from the 
concrete account of Emmeline's fall. To suggest the momentary 
suspension of reason that leads to Emmeline's suicide and to 
the death of Markie, Miss Bowen deliberately suppresses the 
emotionality of their dialogue and relies on scene to provide 
an "objective correlative" for her heroine's state of mind: 
Running dark under their wheels, the miles mounted 
by tens: she felt nothing--Like a shout from the top of 
a bank, like a loud chord struck on the dark, she saw 
"TO THE NORTH" written black on white, with a long black 
immovably flying arrow. 
Something gave way. 
An immense idea of departure--expresses getting 
steam up and crashing from termini, liners clearing the 
docks, the shadows of planes rising, caravans wandering 
out into the first dip of the desert--possessed her 
spirit, now launched like the long arrow •••• Like 
earth shrinking and sinking, irrelevant, under the 
rising wings of a plane, love with its unseen plan, 
its constrictions and urgencies, dropped to a depth 
below Emmeline, who now looked down unmoved at the 
shadowy map of her pain •••• She was lost to her own 
identity, a confining husk. Calmly, exaltedly r~s~ng 
and balancing in this ignorance •.• she asked herself 
who she was .•• she tried to recall Markie. (TI!, p • 304) 
In the "Notes" Miss Bowen has declared that "scene, much 
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more than character, is inside the novelist's conscious 
power" (CI, p. 254). Relegated to a minor function in her 
previous novel, Friends and Relations, scene becomes in Tb The 
North the chief means of conveying the "what is to be said." 
Not until A World of Love will the author again turn so boldly 
away from "sheer circumstantiality" of plot to claim similar 
poetic licences in he~ use of symbolic settings. 
Dialogue. The impressionistic brilliance of Miss Bowen's 
dialogue is put to effective use in crystalling the theme of 
To The North. We need not multiply instances in which she 
succeeds in capturing the minutiae of gesture, tone, and mood 
in spoken utterance; more revealing of technical advances, per-
haps, are those exchanges which "crystallize situation" by their 
allusiveness and thematic relevance, without sacrificing the 
illusion of spontaneity. In an early chapter Ennneline wonders 
how to get Lady Waters out of the house before Cecilia arrives, 
but Lady Waters is bent on having a heart-to-heart talk with 
Emmeline about Cecilia: 
11 And--I know, Ermne line, you won' t mind my 
suggesting--you must not let Cecilia dominate ·you; 
In an unconscious and very sweet way, she is very 
pervasive. You and I who love her can say so between 
ourselves: she has a strong personality. For you who 
are younger and-mllch more unformed. that must often be 
difficult. In a way I am like that myself; I have a 
strong pe~sonality; I need the strongest self-discipline. 
Marri:age makes one look into oneself. • . 11 She paused. 
"I expect it does," agreed Emmeline. 
uNow Cecilia, tragically, never had time for the 
discipline stage in marriage; her marriage was all like 
a dream. I feel sometimes it simply enlarged.her 
egotism. While with you--as, of course, in a sense, 
with poor Henry also--" 
"--Will you stay to tea?" put in Emmeline. 
"No, I must be going on to the nursing-home. I 
am glad to have had this talk alone with you~ Emmeline, 
we so seldom meet o You do understand what I mean? It 
has been so much in my mind. 
"Absolutely_," said Emmeline. 
"You are clear-sighted," said Lady Waters, patting 
Emmeline 1 s knee . 
"You really can't stay to tea?" (TN, pp. 15-16) 
Unlike the later novels_, in which the author will justify a 
stylized dialogue in the interest of her theme, To The North 
consistently meets the demand made in _t~e "Notes" for those 
"faked realistic" qualities of speech which seem at once "a 
take-down of a 'real life' conversation" and a meaningful 
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"distortion" (CI,.p. 255). At the same time, however, dialogue 
is "the thin bridge which must, from time to time, carry the 
entire weight of the novel" (CI, p. 256). In their illicit 
love Markie and Emmeline are each on the defensive regarding 
marriage; yet no explicit clues, no clear motivations are 
pr~vided. Instead, a natural, supple, deliberately ambiguous 
dialo&ue makes their attitudes convincing: 
Markie, alarmed by the first approach of something 
he had been dreading, said quickly: "It wouldn't last." 
"No • But we 1 ve got tonight and another day . " 
"But you wouldn't have lik~d to marry me, would 
you?" he said, as though this were years from now and 
the whole thing over. 
"I don't expect so," said Emmeline, looking his 
way uncertainly in the moonlight. 
191 
"It would be a fiasco;" he went on, rather 
e~~citedly. "I 1m not the sort of person anybody could 
marry, much less you. You'd be disappointed: I couldn't 
bear that." 
"I wonder." 
"You delude yourself," he said ungently. "I couldn't 
live with you: point blank, Emmeline. I don't want to. I 
should feel myself dropping to pieces before your eyes • " 
"That's as you feel," she said, helpless. 
(TN, p. 186) 
Appropriately, the most highly implicational exchange 
between the lovers occurs on their death-ride. Miss Bowen 
reminds us that characters should, on the whole, "be under-
rather than over-articulate" (CI, p. 256). The interdependence 
of terse understatement in dialogue and expansive symbolism in 
scene is evident in such passages as the following: 
• • • Her white fur coat, slipping apart, showed a 
silver knee and some quenched light running among the 
folds of her dress: she was so close, his nerves leaped 
into his fingertips. Her swerve round the blank black 
back of a lorry swayed them together. 
"Don't touch me," she said, contracting. 
"Sorry," he said, with but general reference to the 
incident. "But you knew I was always out for what I 
could get." 
"So that's been all right," she said, in a tone so 
gentle and accurate he could detect no bitterness. 
"Never," he said briefly. 
Not a line of Emmeline changed: she did not pause 
to consider this or to wonder, but, slackening speed 
for a moment, took the wide black Hendon way: they 
bumped over tramlines; a long lit road running brighter 
with traffic crossed theirs •••• A cold night smell 
came from the turf. Then: "I'm sorry," Emmeline said: 
at a pressure from her silver slipper the speedometer 
needle went creeping up. 
Turning awkwardly in the small car, he put a hand 
over hers on the wheel, then felt her fingers harden. 
"You're cold," he said. 
"We're going north." 
(TN, p. 296) 
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Visual Angle; Moral Angle. Typical of Elizabeth Bowen's 
narrative mode is the shifting, omniscient point of view, 
enabling her to move swiftly from a point outside to a point 
inside the consciousness of a character. We have observed her 
avoidance of stream-of-consciousness narrative; at the other 
extreme, however, we have seen her take advantage of authorial 
rights to intrude directly on her story for the purpose of adding 
a dimension impracticable by any other means. Such intrusions, 
though rare in To The North, will appear frequently in the later 
novels. Reflective, atmospheric, even sententious, they rely 
characteristically on a single concrete image to project a 
thematic abstraction. Cecilia's dilemma is that of a young 
widow embarrassed by the memory of a loss which, though once 
intensely felt, is now emptied of emotional meaning. Her 
experience in the death of her beloved is intended to fore-
shadow Emmeline's own loss. The author intrudes with a simile 
almost Homeric in its proportions: 
Death gone, one rejects the ordeal instantly: 
grief, great in momentous passing, leaves one a little 
smaller. Obstinate in its refusal to suffer, the spirit 
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puts up defences; the frightened heart repai~s itself 
in small ways. Very few remain ennobled; one has to live 
how one can--it is meaner living, gaudy, necessitous, 
full of immediate pleasures like the lives of the poor. 
. . . 
When a great house has been destroyed by fire--left 
with walls bleached and ghastly and windows gaping with 
the cold sky--the master has not, perhaps, the heart or 
the money to rebuild, etc •••• 
(TN, p. 122) 
the figure is extended for almost a page. The great 
house and its grounds, now obliterated by suburbia, resembles 
Cecilia's memory: "She enjoyed the repose of small intimacies. 
With her, the gay little streets flourished, but, brave wnen 
her house fell, she could not gain some ent-irety of the spirit. 
Disability seems a hard reward for courage" (TN, pp. 122-123). 
Whatever its effect in making Cecilia's conflict more 
believable, the passage seems questionable, first, because 
it allows her more "psychological space" than her place in the 
story deserves, and second, it introduces a distracting element 
in an otherwise restricted symbolic pattern. As the only 
extended intrusion in the entire story, it lacks the structural 
and symbolic relevance of similar intrusions in The House in 
Paris and The Death of the Heart • 
Elsewhere in the story, Miss Bowen's interventions are 
briefer, though scarcely justified. "Recollect," she tells 
her reader as Cecilia and Markie meet, "that this was a 
journey begun after lunch, through a blighted fag-end of Italy, 
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through Switzerland in the rain. At the moment~ also, both 
their personal backgrounds were inauspicious. A quarrel had 
precipitated Mark's departure from Rome: anger shot red through 
his present mist of depression." Already, however, the point of 
view has begun to move from the author's into the character's 
consciousness: liCecilia, ·a widow of twenty-nine, was wondering 
why she had let frail cords of sentiment and predilection 
draw her back from Italy to the cold island where, in St. 
John's Wood, the daffodils might not be out" (TN, p. 8). Here 
we have the visual angle Miss Bowen normally maintains. 
The novelist, according to the "Notes," may requisition 
"for appropriate use" the memories, sensations, and thought 
processes of his characters; appropriateness is conditioned 
by "the demands of plot" (CI, p. 257). In representing the 
thoughts of children and young people, Miss Bowen suggests 
their observations with a grasp and fluency obviously beyond 
their power. The demands of plot, it must be repeated, 
justify this "visual angle." Examples appear in the scenes 
establishing Pauline's blend of adolescence and grace: 
A nice room, she thought, and suitable for an uncle 
--it had a too intelligent, muted luxury, a gloom of 
rugs and deep chairs, rather triste repose: in the shelves 
gilt lettering just did not catch the light--but needing 
a woman's touch .•. 
At her confirmation classes they had worked their 
way through the Commandments: at the seventh, an evening 
had been devoted to impure curiosity. She had been 
offered, and had accepted, a very delicate book and 
still could not think of anything without blushing. 
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She felt she had erred in accepting the delicate book 
when she lacked impure curiosity, but the other 
candidates, all averting their eyes, had held up their 
hands for it and she did not like to be out of anything. 
So that now flowers made her blush, rabbits made her 
blush excessively; she could no longer eat an egg. Only 
minerals seemed to bear contemplation. • • 
(TN, p. 48) 
Emeline, too, is given a subtle articulateness unsupported 
by her letters and conversation. Yet, it is in her vivid 
reactions to the world--to landscape, atmosphere, and physical 
personality--that Emmeline "materializes." In discussing 
character, Miss Bowen warns that it is from "a failure in 
materialization that the English novelist depends so much on 
engaging emotional sympathy for his characters" (CI, p. 253). 
Because Emmeline's sensitivity is absolutely convincing, she is 
an aesthetically enjoyable object, no matter how reprehensible 
the reader may consider her view of life. 
Accordingly, though we deplore Emmeline's actions and 
attitudes, we are "in love with" her (£.!., p. 258). As the 
central "post of observation" she plays the role of the deluded 
sensibility; she sees beautifully, if tragically, through the 
colored lens of innocence. The contrast between Emmeline's 
world and the real world emerges in the thoughts of Mark 
Linkwater. Rather than remaining nclosed" (Miss Bowen's word 
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in the "Notes" for the character who is primarily "romantic, 
fatal-seeming, or sinister"), Mark is not only ~ but seeing. 
Indeed, it is mainly to Mark's secret appraisal of her character 
that we turn for objective truth: 
That Emmeline should have consented to love on 
his terms was to Markie, now knowing her better, 
extraordinary. Some idea he had of her reeled every 
time she appeared in the door of his discreet flat. 
If such strangeness sweetened possession, it let in an 
insecurity: he knew less and less where he was with her; 
reason gave out. As her friend he could only deplore 
her bad bargain. He had a sound worldly sense of, in her 
world, impeccability's market, a keen legal distrust of 
the disadvantageous. You cannot research in law, bring 
up fine points for the telling conclusion, cement an 
uneasy position, in short, make out a strong case, 
without gaining respect for the right as an asset if not 
as an absolute. While not discounting the heart, for 
which you c~nnot adjudicate (his idea of the heart was 
hazy) he could not see ~vhy she had not shown a better 
head. 
(TN, p. 230) 
In Mark Linkwater, Emmeline's seducer and society's voice, 
subjective and objective values merge. By bringing this most 
·slanted of "visual angles" exactly in line with the "moral 
angle11 of her theme Miss Bowen conveys with memorable irony 
a double vision of the death of the heart. 
CHAPTER VIII 
THE HOUSE IN PARIS 
"Ghost stories," Elizabeth Bowen remarks, "are not easy 
to write--least of all now, for they involve more than they 
1 
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did." If ghosts are less objective than their Gothic counter-
parts, they are also more credible, subtle, and calculating: 
2 
they horrify us by being "just, just out of the true." They 
lurk beneath the superficial amenities ready to spring into 
being as fantasies, neuroses, or hallucinations. For the ~~iter 
who works upon this immense matter--"the disoriented romanticism 
of our age"--the task is to render modern ghosts as convincing 
objects of moral dread. Only by keeping his story at a certain 
"pitch," she argues, can the writer convey this illusion. The 
short story, therefore, is the natural vehicle for the litera-
ture of private fantasy: 
••• Within its shorter span than the novel's, 
with its freedom from:::£orced complexity, its possible 
lucidness, [the short story] is able, like the poetic 
drama, to measure man by his aspirations and dreads 
and place him alone on that stage which, inwardly~ 
1A Book of Modern Ghosts (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1953), intro., vii. 
2 A Book of Modern Ghosts, intro., viii. 
every man is conscious of occupying alone. 
4 
3 
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The House in Paris is distinguished among her novels li)r: 
its use of mystification and its element of terror. It reminds 
us of the authorrs lifelong efforts to reconcile the novel's 
"prosaic and circumstantial" fullness with the short story's 
"valid central emotion and inner spontaneity" (CI, pp. 42-43). 
Ac.tua~ry., it is the only novel (except for her most recent work~ 
A World of Love) in which mystery and concealment are exploited 
for supernatural effects. Furthermore, it illustrates Miss · 
Bowen's convic.tion that "mystification" is "good for emphasis 11 
but, for its own sake, "bad" (CI, p. 2Lt-9): melodrama in 
The House in Paris is held strictly accountable to the theme 
of psychological dread. Finally~ the novel's highly wrought 
three-act structure is designed to convey, by the use of 
symbols and recurrent metaphors, the same "valid central 
emotion" demanded of.the short story. 
"Two things are terrible in childhood," Miss Bowen has 
observed, "--helplessness (being in other people's power) and 
apprehension--the apprehension that something is being concealed 
. 5 
from us because it is too bad to be told." The haunted 
' 
3 . 
"Preface to The Faber Book of Modern Short Stor~es," CI, p. 44-. 
4New York: Alfred Knopf, 1935; hereafter abbreviated as HP. 
5
"Preface to 'Uncle Silas~ 1 " CI, p. 15. 
199 
atmosphere of the opening scenes surrounds the efforts to two 
children to break through into the past. One is Henr.ietta--
prim, inquisitive, gawky; the other is Leopold--Byronically 
impetuous, sensitive, and illegitimate. Like Henry James, Miss 
Bowen is fascinated by the conflict between Innocence and 
Experience, objectified here in the efforts of these two 
children to withstand the impact of an adult world and to 
grasp, in their own crystalline yet limited terms, the fact 
of evil. 
The middle--and longest--section of the novel cuts back 
to explain the events leading up to the children's predicament. 
Departing abruptly from the ominous, almost hallucinated, 
movements of the opening scenes, it recounts a doomed love 
affair between an English girl of "good family" and an 
enigmatic and ''destructive" Frenchman of Jewish blood. In the 
last, briefer section the story returns to the present and to 
the beginning of Leopold's indeterminate future. The action 
completes a circle; or rather, it prescribes a figure-eight, 
in "tvhich the shuttered, oppressive house in Paris is a 
momentary intersection of a.remote act with its infinite 
con~equences. 
The earlier novels employed flashbacks for the limited 
purpose of accentua~ing immediate causes and effects, but in 
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this 3 her fifth novel 3 Time assumes an even more conspicuous 
role. A longer straightforward narrative (the past illicit 
affair) is placed between two highly atmospheric and subjective 
episodes (the present chance-encounter of the two children). 
Plot. A number of revealing parallels between Miss Bowen's 
theory of plot and the plot of The House in Paris are evident. 
They may be best approached by a recapitulation of the story 
in some detail,together with its chief atmospheric effects. 
In Part I ("The Present") Henrietta3 en route to Mentone in 
southern France to visit her grandmother3 steps off the train 
at the Gare du Nord by prearrangement and is escorted across 
Paris in a taxi. Beside her sits Miss Fisher3 a plain3 timid, 
nun-like French-woman who is to entertain her until her evening 
departure for the Riviera. Arriving at a quaint, decayed house 
in the narrow street of the Jardin de Luxembourg, Henrietta is 
introduced to Leopold, a little boy at once aggressive and 
guarded in manner. Each matches wits with the other; each 
probes into the other's private affairs. Sensitive yet 
unloved, both are ill at ease 3 both conscious of being 
pawns in an adult game the rules of which elude them. 
After several mysterious exits, and hushed conferences 
with someone in another part of the odd, stuffy little houseJ 
Miss Fisher conducts Henrietta upstairs to meet her bed-ridden 
mother. · It is like being received in state: Henrietta has 
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first been allowed to wash and to take a nap--she has even 
been coached and curried (for the occasion) by the anxious 
Miss Fisher. Madame Fisher, an arrogant, brooding, imperious 
personage sunk deep in the shadows of the sickroom, seems to 
Henrietta driven by an implacable will. In a nightmarish 
interview, which the little English girl can endure only 
bec?use of her good breeding, Madame Fisher mercilessly 
explores Henrietta's mind, testing her knowledge of the boy 
downstairs whom she has known less than an hour and who is, 
that very minute, rifling Miss Fisher's handbag. Henrietta 
is told about his past--how his father, now dead, had once 
broken Miss Fisher 1 s heart by turning to another woman. 
Leopold, it seems, has never even heard of his father; but 
today he will go home with the mother he cannot remember. 
Downstairs, meanwhile, Leopold has fed the flame of his 
self-curiosity by reading two letters not intended for him. 
The first is a list of instructinns by his guardians to Miss 
Fisher, who has apparently provided the scene for this long-
delayed reunion. Leopold, who dislikes his present guardians 
intensely, looks bO his salvation today. The minutes tick 
, 
away. Soon the strange little girl Henrietta will go with 
Miss Fisher to see the Trocadero and have tea before she is 
put on the night train. But now she has returned from her 
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seance with the sick woman upstairs; she has begun to ask him 
questions about his family which he cannot answer. Armed, 
however, with the information freshly gleaned from the pur-
loined letter, he makes a show of omniscience: his mother's 
name, he tells her~ is now Forrestier; his own is Grant Moody 
only because Hno one knows I'm born." He knows that he will go 
to England with her, that she will not let them return him to 
the Moody~s in Italy, ever. Leopold is "a person whose passion 
makes its object exist .• " While he waits and Henrietta narrowly 
watches, the presence of Madame Fisher, dying in the incense-
laden room above, hangs like an evil memory over the house. 
Her faded spinster daughter comes and goes explaining unsatis-
factorily to each of them why the other is there. Beyond 
these walls the engulfing city of Paris darkens, and in the 
overfurnished, seedy, and unaccountably sinister French house 
the children continue to ape their elders by concealing their 
true feelings. At last Miss Fisher tearfully enters. A 
telegram announces that Leopold's mother c~nnot come. 
Henrietta, with the uncanny lucidity born of her own childish 
disappointments, now comprehends Leopold~s black despair. 
Part II ("The Past") goes back in time to explain the' 
mystery of Leopold's birth and his. mother's failure to keep 
her word. This is what she could not bring herself to tell 
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him, even if she had come to that strange house in Paris on 
that memorable day. Karen Michaelis had once been sent to 
Paris for "finishing" under the tutelage of Madame Fisher. At 
the pension Fisher, attended by a handful of girls from 
moneyed British and American families, Karen's attention had 
been caught by Max Ebhart, a French-English-Jewish young man--
a protege of the headmistress, already a semi-invalid under the 
care of her daughter. Five years later, when both Naomi and 
Karen are engaged--Naomi to Max, Karen to a young English 
careerist highly acceptable to her family--Naomi insists that 
Karen renew her acquaintanceship with Max. This, Karen is 
reluctant to do, having recalled the disturbing effect Max 
had on her as a schoolgirl; but in the name of her old 
friendship with Madame Fisher's daughter, Karen meets him 
once again. 
For the problematical Max, as for Karen, the meeting is 
fatal. Long dominated by Naomi's mother, he had proposed to 
her daughter Naomi only out of a misguided impulse to assert 
his independence. Madame Fisher's hold on him had been, he 
realizes, not merely intellectual but physical as well, though 
neither of them had ever admitted it. It tv.as she who had 
apparently turned him from an early marriage, by fostering in 
him a cynical view of young women and distracting him from 
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normal romantic committments. She now distrusts his motives 
in proposing to Naomi; but it is also clear to him that she 
is consumed with jealousy mainly because he threatens to become 
a free agent no longer dependent on her. On hearing that he 
has met Karen again, she compounds her charges by accusing him 
of advancing his career through Karen's important family 
connections. 
Karen has meanwhile been struggling with herself over her 
pending marriage to Ray Forrestier, who is half-way around the 
world on a special assignment. Recently their exchange of 
letters has lacked conviction. She gets in deeper with Mru~. 
They become lovers for a day, each knowing that a gu~£ between 
them yawns at the very moment of intimacy. Socially, for one 
thing, Max will never do; and his struggles have made him bitter, 
insecure, unstable. Worse than that, the shadow of Naomi--
she had worshiped Max--falls across them both. As for Madame 
~ Fisher, her jealousy ~she is Max's sole confidante and Naomi~s 
mother) ts yet to spend its force. She eavesdrops on a 
. 
conversation between Ma2~ and Naomi in which he confesses his 
recent affair with Karen~ Bursting in, she dismisses her 
daughter from the room and proceeds to remind M~x of his 
dependence on her, his lack of status, and his folly in 
attempting to ingratiate himself with Karen's influential 
English family. Madame Fisher's motives are veiled, but 
her power over him is apparently sexual as well as intel-
lectual. Her tauntings and her withering scorn drive the 
unstable Max to the breaking point; he slits his wrist with 
a penknife and dies in the street. When Karen, in England, 
hears from Naomi that he has taken his life, she wants more 
than ever to bear his son. "Why should Max leave·nothing?" 
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she asks herself and disappears on the Continent. Eventually, 
however, her fiance Ray returns from overseas and they are 
married. Naomi assumes responsibility for Karen's illegitimate 
child; it might have been hers had she not brought Max and 
Karen unwillingly together. In a few years little Leopold 
has been quietly adopted by American friends of the Fishers 
who live in Italy. The story has come full circle to the point 
where a disappointed child waits in vain at a strange house 
in Paris for the English mother he has never knolvn. 
Part III ("The Present") brings the story to a muted 
climax in which nothing is really solved beyond Leopold's 
return to the woman who bore him. Precocious, resentful, 
darkly mysterious, he is Max all over again. The circumstances 
which created him have now changed the course of several lives. 
Standing challengingly against the background of these 
disrupted lives, Leopold's swagger conceals the predicament 
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of the sensitive~ egotistical, adult-exploited child. When~ 
like Henrietta earlier in the day~ he is summoned to the 
bedside of the dying Madame Fisher~ he hears a distorted~ 
fragmentary version of his origin. But Leopold instinctively 
makes allowances for the old woman in this, her last surge of 
passionate energy; all he can understand about himself is that 
. . 
"people who know me must know I was born, and people who knew 
I was born must not know me." Today, unknown to him, his mother 
tosses anguishingly in a hotel bedroom on the other side of the 
city. After she had married Ray Forrestier, another child 
had been born and had died--she cannot ever have another. 
Ray knows about Leopold's existence as well as the circumstances 
of his birth, but his wife's conscience will not allow her to 
see her son. Actually~ Ray's willingness to forgive and forget 
seems forced and artificial to Karen. It raises a psychological 
barrier between herself and Leopold because her sense of guilt 
has not been eradicated. But Ray breaks through this impasse; 
he simply keeps his wife's appointment for'her. The first 
encounter with Leopold in the sick hush of the house is a 
mingling of caution and desire as the "new1 father and the 
"old" son assume their unfamiliar roles. Outside~ the hum of 
Paris sounds like the deep chords of the past against this 
dramatic, faltering first encounter. Leopold realizes that 
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he is not to return to Italy--that instead he will go with 
this stranger and wait patiently for his mother to take him 
back. For the first time in his life Leopold eJ~eriences the 
risk and uncertainty of love. 
Hen+ietta, meanwhile, must be taken to the Gare de Lyon. 
Though baffled by her glimpses of a family crisis, she has 
been made instinctively aware of Leopold's importance in the 
lives of others. After seeing her off on the Mentone train, 
father and son walk out into the brilliance and chaos of the 
Paris night . 
Four statements in Miss Bowen's th~ory of plot have 
particular bearing on this novel. The first, stresses the 
need for simple plotting--even in conveying complex relation-
ships--and opposes comple:ldty and mystification for their own 
sakes (CI, p. 249). The second points out the moral-aesthetic 
connection between fiction as "lie" and fiction as "uncon-
tradictory truth" (CI, p. 249). In a third postulate Miss 
Bowen calls for a plot that is absolutely circumstantial and 
"reasoned," no matter how "poetic" its intention (CI, p. 250). 
Finally, she insists on "tautness," a concept of fictional 
time elaborated in the latter section of the "Notes" under 
"Advance." 
The psychological complexity of this novel is transmitted 
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obliquely through its macabre sub-plot, an account of a 
highly ambiguous relationship between child and adult worlds. 
In contrast to the straightforward, realistic central 
section (the love affair), the two framing episodes rely on 
concealment and fantasy. The mystery surrounding the Fisher 
pension is in part a projection of Henrietta's childish 
imaginings, in part a symbol of Karen's distraught sensi-
bility. Mystification is thus not an end in itself but a 
means of exploiting the heroine's moral dread: the story is 
Karen's, not Henrietta's or Leopold's, no matter how 
conspicuous their roles. Interiors and landscapes in the 
main section are seen through the refracting glass of Karen's 
emotions: her home in London, the streets df Hythe and 
Folkestone, Channel weather, the harbor and hills of Cobh 
(see "Scene," below). It is reasonable, furthermore, to 
assume that the claustrophobic parlor and bedchamber in 
Paris are intended to project Karen's horror in the face of 
her own predicament, even though she never enters those 
scenes but hovers on the fringes. Madame Fisher's impotent 
£uriY./, her daughter's anguish, and the visiting children's 
sense of outrage are part of a verbal pattern serving the same 
thematic end. 
Karen's distorted view of reality, both in the past and 
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present, brin~to mind Miss Bowen's emphasis, in plot-making, 
on the story as an illusion, or "lie.'' Morally, Innocence 
is two-edged: its illusions guard qgainst reality but also 
conceal the truth. Aesthetically, any novel "lies," Miss 
Bowen reminds us, "in saying that something happened that 
did not" (CI, p. 249) • By identifying the novel's technical 
illusion-task with the subject of the heroine's delusions, the 
author attempts to close the gap between aesthetics and 
morality. The reader looks simultaneously through the 
heroine's eyes and through the author's limpid omniscience. 
"Illusions are art, for the feeling person," Miss Bowen will 
6 
later observe,"and it is by art that we live, if we do." 
One of the formal prescriptions for plot in the "Notes" 
is that i.t be "in itself, unpoetic" (CI, p. 250); the quality 
suggests T. E. Hulme's "dryness," or Ezra Pound's "inspired 
7 
mathematics • " The novel's three parts and its preponderance 
of dialogue resemble a stage play. So do its melodramatic 
and atmospheric effects, as well as such relatively ''flat" 
theatrical figures as the children, Naomi, Mrs. Michaelis and 
6 The Death of the Heart (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1952), 
p. 115. 
7
see William K. Wimsatt, Jr., and Cleanth Brooks, Literary 
Criticism: A Short History (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1957), 
pp. 661, 664. 
210 
Madame Fisher. The clear-cut arrangement of plot and character 
is noteworthy. To Miss Bowen "un-poetic" is a synonym for 
"reasoned": the novelist, she writes, "must always have one 
foot, sheer circumstantiality, to stand on, whatever the other 
foot may be doing" (CI, p. 250). Accordingly, the three 
insoluble riddles which compose the novel's three "acts" have 
been as solidly annotated as a detective story. The mystery of 
Leopold's parentage, the ine~~licability of Karen~s affair, the 
unpredictability of their new life together--each has been, 
as the "Notes" stipulate, "reasoned. • • onward from the 
moment when its none-otherness, its only-possibleness has 
become apparent" (CI, p. 250). 
Another theoretical aspect of plot involves what Miss 
Bowen terms "the illusion-task," in particular the deliberate 
contrast between the actual evenness of the novel's speed and 
the apparent variations reflecting the subjective drama of the 
characters. The author returns to a fuller, more detailed 
treatment of this technical problem later in the "Notes." 
The House in Paris, as we shall note in our discussion of 
"Advance," reflects Miss Bowen's increased skill in controlling 
dramatic "tautness." 
Characters. Miss Bowen's characterizations are now more 
complex. Karen Michaelis, one of her most memorable heroines, 
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has the vividness of Sydney and Lois, the dark inexplicability 
of Janet, the passion of Emmeline. But she is more responsible 
for her actions than any of them, and at .the same time more 
self-tormented. Her affair with Max Ebhart resembles 
Emmeline's naive abandonment to Mark Linkwater, with this 
difference~ Emmeline is depicted as a victim of her own acute 
sensibility and her own excessive demands on life; Karen, 
made of sturdier stuff, asks for no explanations and faces up 
to the full consequences of her act. Emmeline drives herself 
and Mark headlong into the oncoming headlights of a car. But 
in The House in Paris it is Max who commits suicide. Karen 
had tried to eJ~lain to him why she yielded in the first place; 
Shortly after his death, realizing that she is with child, she 
decides with characteristic equanimity that life must be lived. 
While Miss Bowen's sudden swing to a more responsible, 
open-eyed heroine is arresting, it should not be over-estimated. 
Essentially Karen is like her predecessors, a deluded romantic; 
her imaginative "strength" is her undoing before the world. 
Self-analysis and self-mastery are not the same, as she 
discovers. Revolting quietly against the respectability and 
ritual of her class, 'against the expectations of complacent 
elders and the prescriptions of an untested upbringing, she 
is ultimately in conflict with herself. Early in the story 
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we learn that she has waited almost four years for Ray (whom 
she had known since childhood) to propose; now she is 
separated from him by an ocean. Protestations of" love by 
mail vaguely annoy her: 
If he must have reasons why we should marry, 
there are really only too many: we are the same 
kind of people, we think the same things are funny, 
we do not embarrass each other, we should have 
enough money and everybody we meet out at dinner 
will say what· a ch~~ing couple we are •••• I 
know the third thing there when we are together 
is good. And I want him, in every way. No, I 
know I couldn't bear him to marry anyone else. 
(HP, p. 86) 
Engaged to Ray, she has experienced a sense of anticlimax: 
"She had firm ground under her feet, but the world shrank; 
perhaps she was missing the margin of uncertainty" (HP, p. 68). 
Retreating from public attention in London, she sails for 
Cobh hoping to find sanctuary among "the most unconscious of 
her relations." Yet she is startled ·to find "how unwilling 
she was to arrive: she had thought of the journey as, simply, 
going away" (HP, p. 71), It is Max, worlds away from her 
sphere--Max, who has a "thickness" that fascinates her (though 
she realizes that "the mystery is your eye")--who now fills 
the psychological breach in her life. Nor is it merely her 
civilized, subdued sexuality which responds. Max is something 
which a protected environment has blinded her to: the threat 
of necessity. Lying beside him in a hotel room at Boulogne~ 
she thinks: 
This seemed to have to be~ when nothing had ever 
had to be, so I thought it would be all. It looked 
like an end, I did not see it would have an end .••• 
If a child were going to be born~ there would still 
be something that had '·to be. . I should see the 
hour in the child. I should not have rushed on to 
nothing. 
(HP, pp. 166-167) 
But Max, not..r engaged to 'Mine. Fisher's daughter Naomi, 
tells Karen he is about to break the engagement: "Since t..re 
have met and she has seen, though God knows how, that I love 
you, her love of me is love of her own pain" (HP, p. 179). 
The sudden realization that Max wants to marry her and not 
Naomi~ ~heir mutual friend, is for Karen a pro~pect hedged 
about with commitiments and decisions she is unprepared to 
'-' 
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make. Uncertain of her own feelings and expectations, she sees 
herself and Max as people "darting across the sea to each 
other; there has been no time yet to be anything else" 
(HP, p. 181). She tells him that she has never let herself 
think about marriage; their moments together are, for~he+,,:a 
separate area of her existence unrelated to his own life~ and 
hers. "It is not simply being happy," she reasons. "Should 
we be happy? That doesn't seem to come in." Max's life will 
stay his life; their affair, Karen would like to believe, 
finishes the past but will not touch the future. 
It is the child Leopold~ created in Karen's mind even 
before she becomes pregnant~ who "belongs to when I thought 
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of Max going~ when I thought I must stay alone" (HP ~ p. 185). 
The child is the symbol of her rebellion against the mapped-
out life--against the conventional aura surrounding everything 
else she has done. As the living consequence of her own will~ 
Leopold is a romantic possibility come true; only in the future 
will he become someone she dreads. Not until years later, When 
Karen wants Leopold back but cannot summon courage enough to go 
to him~ is her sense of guilt exorcised. "If he "tl7ere here 
with us," Ray tells her~ "he'd be simply a child~ either in or 
out of the room. While he is a dread of yours~ he is every-
where." In a very real sense Ray is right, for Karen's refusal 
to take her illegitimate son back involves them all: Ray feels 
that his emotions toward his wife cannot be resolved until they 
both come to terms with Leopold, and Karen tells her husband, 
"I did not agree to marry a mystic, a martyr. You feed your 
complicated emotion on what happened to me" (HP, p. 243). 
Leopold, too, is enmeshed in the past. He passionately craves 
escape from his present life, but to Ray he is "this little 
brittle Jewish boy w~th the thin neck, putting a hand at once 
wherever you looked." Karen is right, he muses; Leopold is 
"the enemy" (HP, p. 242). 
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The child Karen willed to have is a tribute; therefore, 
to her individuality; but it ':h's; alsoca constant jeopardy to 
. her ~rell-being in the world at large. However right she may 
have been in her private intuitions about life, she has yet to 
come to terms with her husband, her marriage, and the society to 
which she ultimately belongs. The House in Paris weighs the 
implications of romantic rebellion and finds tragic necessity 
in the conflict between individual need and social responsibility. 
Technically, Miss Bowen brings to the conception of her 
central character her greatest skill and insight thus far. 
Karen is developed to· a point of extreme complexity: she is 
capable, as the "Notes" will later express it, of the wide 
"range of alternatives" befitting her prominence as heroine. 
In the span compassed by the author's first five novels, two 
developments are noteworthy: a more thorough identification be-
tween character and its required action; and a greater complexity 
8 
of style and content. While the latter doubtless represents 
8only Jocelyn Brooke has recognized the gradual evolution of 
Miss Bowen's technique. His comments are, however, limited to 
the following: "In the later volumes. • • one notices • • . a 
widening of perception, implying the need for a more complex t~ch-· 
nique; here again, the 'orchestra' is being progressively aug-
mented, and one feels that Miss Bowen is tending more and more to 
see things on a number of planes simultaneously ••. n And again: 
"Her prose has become, with each nev;r book, more elaborate, as 
though the pressure of her material demanded a more complex and 
comprehensive form." But these only slightly modify an earli~r 
statement that she shows "a growing tendency to 'thicken' her 
~ylistic effects: the descriptive passages--especially of 
interiors--become more elaborate, more carefully built-up" 
(Elizabeth Bowen, pp. 18, 19, 26). 
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involuntary artistic growth, the former is largely a matter 
of conscious control. The disquieting vagueness and the lack 
of motivation that weakened Miss Bowen's treatment of Sydney 
and Lois in her first two novels (and made even Janet and 
Ennneline immaterial conceptions in the next two) are now 
eliminated. Karen is more firmly subordinated to "the need 
of the plot" and she acts in closer accordance with our 
eJ~ectations of her character--two features of the author's 
te'chnical progress which now justify a closer view. 
Karen's exacting and austere innocence is doomed by 
society, her forthright passion for Max misunderstood ~ven by 
herself. Years after their brief affair she faces the prospect 
of adopting Leopold with morbid hesitancy. In a sense the 
theme of the novel is the tragic disparity between private 
and public values, measured by the paralyzing effect of Karen's 
conscience on her impulses. Character, Miss Bowen later 
theorizes in the "Notes," is recognized by its unique capacity 
"to fulfill a need of the plot." Karen illustrates, more 
clearly than Miss Bowen's previous heroines, what the "Notes" 
mean by the "indivisibility of the act from the actor" (CI, 
pp. 250-251). The interior dialectic in The House in Paris 
l 
is embodied in Karen's act as it effects her sensibilities and 
Leopold's. We can observe, in the way Miss Bowen chooses and 
emphasizes details, that Karen is intended to be not only a 
fully realized character but also part of a larger abstract 
pattern: she symbolizes the inevitable death-agony of mis-
guided individualism. 
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The drama of that revolt results in Miss Bowen's most 
elaborate characterization thus far. It begins with Karen's 
retreat from London to "Mount Iris," the suburban villa near 
Cobh belonging to a socially 11remote11 Anglo-Irish aunt and her 
ineffectual husband. It charts the young woman's tension in 
the face of a prolonged engagement, her tolerance of her 
relatives' eccentricities, her sensitive response to 
surroundings--the harbor, the rooms and garden at Rushbrook. 
Karen is conveyed· to us as the product of English upper-middle-
class "niceness"--people who "offered nothing to satire." She 
even rationalizes her approaching marriage as having "that 
touch of inbreeding that makes a marriage so promising." The 
essentials of her character, though casually revealed, are 
unmistakable clues to her subsequent actions. Calm, repose, 
and utter stability seem to characterize her inner and outer 
life. Yet all is not well; that "unconscious sereneness" 
behind her family's easy tolerance "was what Karen's hungry 
or angry friends could not tolerate" (HP, p. 69) • · 
Karen's conflict is intensified by the profound insecurity 
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she senses in her aunt Violet who~ faced with a crisis in her 
health, tells her niece, "Sometimes one wishes one had done 
more." To still her aunt's fears, Karen replies~ "But you 
being you is enough for anybody~" thinking to herself what a 
"stone for bread" the remark is. Karen expects much of life, 
yet fears to live it; as a result she finds the letters from 
Ray protesting love and eliciting some written.response in the 
same vein almost embarrassing. She does not -v;rant to do anything 
that a reason must be found for~ she confides to Aunt Violet. 
Rather, she wants "to do something she must do." Life, she 
believes, will be altogether safe with Ray, and she wishes 
"the Revolution" would come. Then she would have to act with 
everything she has come to depend on gone. "The things that 
one can do," she tells herself, "have no value" (HP~ p. 87). 
Meanwhile, the days at Mount Iris pass, idyllic and serene; 
almost in a state of trance~ Karen realizes vaguely that she 
has lost her bearings on the very threshold of marriage. 
Landscapes and rooms assume dream-shapes--projection of an 
illusion she is compelled to shake off (see "Scene," below). 
The action of a character, Miss Bowen reminds us, should 
be "unpredictable~" yet "inevitable" (CI, p. 252). Surprises 
and contradictions mark the early brush-strokes in Karen's 
portrait; thereafter, her predicament is an expression of her 
whole temperament and personality. "In the first half of 
the novel, the unpredictability [of the character's action] 
should be the more striking," Miss Bowen theorizes. "In the 
second half, the inevitability should be the more striking" 
(CI, p. 252). We have seen that the first four novels, the 
final acts of her heroines often lacked logical necessity. 
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Readers were reluctant, for example, to accept the fates of 
either Janet Studdart or Emmeline Summers (in Friends and 
Relations and To The North respectively) as the sum products of 
plot and character. Sydney and Lois Farquhar were "unpredictable" 
to the very end; the chief weakness of The Hotel and The Last 
September was their lack of firm causality. 
Karen Michaelis is a more integrated creation than any 
of these, as a closer examination will reveal. Asked about 
her love for Ray, she replies unhesitatingly, "I want him 
in every way" (HP, p. 86), but she is disturbed by the memory 
of Max, who was ''not a person to trust" (HP, p. 91), who had 
made her "miserable" during her student days in Paris. (HP, 
p. 87). When Naomi and Max become engaged, Karen fancies 
herself a protectress: "If he does not make her happy~IJ she 
writes to Ray, oblivious of her real concern, "I shall be 
miserable" (HP, p. 91). Much later she discovers that Mme. 
Fisher, having suspected Max of wanting Naomi merely for her 
dowery, has dared her daughter to bring Max and Karen 
together. Karen resists Naomi's pathetic suggestion that 
she meet Max ~gain after all the years buu finally consents 
only for the sake of their old friendship. Actual~y she 
has a subconscious dread of Max, heightened now by doubts 
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about her engagement to Ray. The reason for these contradictory 
and surprising aspects of Karen's nature emerge in her subse-
quent actions. 
Yet the unpredictable traits of Karen become inevitable 
after all. The steady emergence of her true feelings face-to-
face with Max is the occasion for three highly effective scenes 
which follow in quick succession. In the first the three 
lunch together in London--a meeting that is "pointless and 
pleasant'·'; it serves, however, to contrast the Max of today 
with the Max of Karen's Paris school-days. Sitting opposite 
him in the dining room of the Adelphi, she tries to recall his 
earlier impact on her emotions: it was a physical experience 
uninhibited by "good taste." Later, the rule of "niceness" 
had taken over in her life. Her mother had later seen to it 
that she met young men like Ray. But· Max had represented a 
fleshly and absolute phase of her girlhood before propriety had 
overtaken impulse. 
In the second scene Karen's portrait continues to reveal 
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surprising depths and shadows. She knows her 1mqther: is 
"right" in stigmatizing Max for his social ambition, his 
e~otism (which needs a humble woman like Naomi on which to 
batten), and his impossible background. Yet she feels that 
these "well-li~ explanations" ignore Max's essential mystery. 
"He had a thickness you had to recognize," she tells herself, 
. . at the same time that she admits, uNo object is mysterious. 
the mystery is in your eye" (HP, p. 126). Taking tea with 
Naomi and Max in a garden at Twickenham, she fancies that he 
is less jumpy and strained in his conversation, less inclined 
to bear down on her and her English class, Yet she does not 
recognize in herself either aversion or attraction. It is a 
quiet hour of commonplace exchanges; outwardly, as Naomi busies 
herself inside the house with tea things, nothing happens. 
And that is just the point, for if Karen's memory really 
serves her well, she .should have expected to sense a growing 
revulsion to this man. That the emotion does not arise is a 
small event in itself. When, without comment or apparent 
reason, he covers her outstretched hand with his and pres·ses 
it into the grass, their "unexploring, consentingu touch puts 
Karen in still a newer light for the reader. 
Near the mid-point of the action the freedom with which 
the heroine's character has so far been developed begins to 
yield to logical necessity. The farewell scene at Victoria 
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Station is the·uurning point after which the reader's ~urprise 
is replaced by a sense of satisfaction in following Karen's 
actions. About to see the engaged couple off on the boat-
train to the Continent, Karen finds herself jammed face-to-face 
with Max in a crowded aisle. Until this moment we are ready 
to believe that Karen can walk away fromhim and assume a 
conventional life. But once more the author reveals an 
unpredictable side to her nature: 
no escape. She stared at his right 
undid their touch on the lawn yester-
each other unwillingly, defiant, dead. 
met; they looked steadily into each 
There was 
shoulder. This 
day; they faced 
Then their eyes 
other's pupils. 
than can happen. 
dreaded in Paris, 
outside the salon 
All your youth, you are dreading more 
But this was more than she had 
'tvhen she used to wait trembling 
door. 
(HP, p. 130) 
'Before their first ·secret meeting in Boulogne, Karen 1 s 
complexity has been "simplified for story purposes'~' in a 
series of actions, each with its "rejected alternatives." As 
the "Notes" have indicated, the interest of a given action 
lies in "the pull and play" of alternatives, the prominence 
of a character in the range of alternatives open to him 
(CI, p. 252). When Karen tells Ray's sister Angela, who 
senses her indecision, that she is not "wobbling" about Ray, 
she really means it. Angela, sensing trouble, advises Karen 
to resist any impulse to break the mould. "We are all far too 
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alike," she says. "But after all, there is only one way to 
be nice. Nothing unlike oneself in people really is not a 
pity. It's better to inbreed than marry outside one's class. 
Even in talk, I think. Do let us be particular while we can" 
(HP, p. 134). Gradually Karen's choice is narrowed to an 
issue between status and upheaval, boredom and dread, Ray and 
Max. Propriety has taught her to dwell "on the daylight side 
of marriage," never to probe into whatever is "unmapped and 
dark" (HP, p. 133). Is it possible, she wonders, to discov~r 
Max in Ray? The layers that conceal her feelings, even from 
herself, are not ripped off in rapid succession. While news 
of Aunt Violet's death sends her mother into retired grief 
upstairs and reduces her to anxiously awaiting her ~ather's 
late return, she begins to weep and walk about, repeating Max's 
name: "This was a moment to: meet; life stood at its height 
in this room and she wanted him to come in" (HP, p. 137). The 
letter from Mme. Fisher, which Karen's mother has asked her 
to answer, brings hometo her for the first time the machinations 
of a woman who would dare her own daughter to arrange a 
meeting between her fiance and another woman. At this mid-
point in the action the "unpredictable" has spun itself out_, 
and the "inevitable" prevails. 
A telephone call from Max rounds the portrait of Karen 
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by revealing her deep-seated distaste for her family's 
cheerful assumption of her honesty. "Never to lie is to 
have no lock on the door," she bitterly reflects (HP, p. 144). 
Meeting Max secretly in Boulogne, shenas already prepared 
herself for the t~uth that neither wants to be married to the 
other, yet neither can find elsewhere what they now share. 
Max tells her to go home; she weeps but consents to stay 
overnight with him the following weekend at Hythe on the 
English coast. Here at the mid-point in the action Karen's 
personality is a fixed entity, her actions basically 
predictable. 
The House in Paris indicates that Miss Bowen's later 
I 
theory of character is not merely convenient hindsight but the 
reflection of a conscious technique. Throughout the falling 
action we are able to say: this is like Karen, this is the way 
she may be expected to act. Her deliberate transgression is 
unaccompanied by remorse. Lying awake in the. early morning 
with her lover asleep beside her, she sees with impassive 
clarity the meaninglessness of a personal revolt that had to 
be, the futility of remaining with Max once it is over. 
She feels she has "nothing to show for what has happened." 
The thought makes her uncertain of her identity. Only·a child, 
she reasons, could perpetuate the meaning of this impulse, for 
a child would be Necessity, otherwise missing from their 
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relationship. Yet Karen sees that in the social order of 
things, Max--or the child--is the Enemy. Max has written a 
letter that same ~orning telling Naomi they cannot be married. 
But Karen insists that the future of Max and Naomi is untouched 
by what has just happened--that she ~as assumed they would 
marry all along. For the first time she beholds herself as 
"either possessed or else myself"--one or the other was what 
she had missed in life. When she tells Max, "You and I are 
the dream. • •• Go back to her," she_ speaks in earnest. She 
would not have dared come to Hythe, she adds~ if she had known 
that Max loved her; yet Max's grave kiss makes her heart stand 
still "as when she first thought of Leopold: she felt the same 
shock of tenderness and life opening." Write another letter to 
Naomi,: she advises him. "Don't tell her that you do not love 
her but that you love me, that we love each other" (HP, p. 182). 
For hours after her return to London, Karen plays a 
quiet game of deception with her mother. When··.~:it is disclosed 
that she has been with Max all this time, Mrs. Michaelis makes 
her promise to take no steps. 11You must have been missing 
Ray; and ••. wanting to -marry him more than you knew yourself;" 
she urges (~, p. 194). Karen assures her that she will 
write neither Ray nor Max during the next month. And she 
hears fiom her mother's lips what she has already engraved 
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on her mind--that Max would not be likely, for a number of 
reasons, to make her a good husband. 
That same night Naomi sends a wire announcing Max's 
suicide, and by the end of July she has come to London to 
explain the circumstances leading up to it. Madame Fisher, 
having discovered the truth, had taunted Max to distraction. 
He had cut his wrist with a penknife, stumbled from the house, 
and collapsed i~ the street. An inquest had revealed that he 
was in debt and sUbjected besides to tremendous pressure in 
his work. But Naomi and Karen know that Madame Fisher's regard 
for Max exceeded mere intellectual admiration; possibly the 
sight of her waning power over him had driven her to take an 
extreme method of inflicting cruelty. Now that Karen is going 
to have a child, she says matter-of-factly to Naomi: 
•.. I shall stay abroad for a year •••• I 
should like very much to be ordinary again. But 
I cannot remember myself before this happened ••• 
I am glad not to have to be here when Ray comes 
home. • •• It began to be what I wanted most. But 
finding this to happerrmakes that impossible •• 
Since I wrote last, his letters have been from a 
different man. He sees what he wants now. He used 
to force me to reason; now he won't let me, he refuses 
to listen. If he·had made me feel that Ray from the 
first, what happened might not--Why do we talk about 
him? We might not have been happy. 
. (HP, pp. 206-207) 
The physical absence of Karen from the entire closing 
section is a tour de force possible only because of the fullness 
of her portrait elsewhere. By withdrawing her from the last 
act of the drama, Miss Bowen deliberately shifts the 
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emphasis from Karen as a character to the abstract moral 
implications of Karen's act. These, in turn, are freshly 
embddied in the l~ves of the children, the Fishers, and Karen's 
perplexed husband. 
Scene. The basic conflict between Past and Present 
depicted in Karen's remote affair and its later repercussions 
is pointedly dramatized by the author's use of scene. "The 
locale of a happening," Miss Bowen writes, "always colors the 
happening, and often, to a degree, shapes it" (CI, p. 253). 
Obviously, much of her fiction has its origin in the spirit 
emanating from a certain place, but this fact should not blind 
us to the reverse process by which scenes from "real life" 
have been drastically altered in order to project an emotional 
state. In The House in Paris the relationship of scenic 
"atmosphere" to mood is pervasive: the physical data of 
surroundings, refracted as if through glass, convey the 
dominant sensations of delusion and dread. In the two 
"frame" sections ("The Present") scene is rendered almost 
exclusively through the frightened, searching eyes of 
Henrietta or Leopold. In the central section ("The Past") 
scene is sufficiently identified with Karen's point of view to 
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represent her mounting delusions--her sense of trance--as 
she struggles for personal identity against all she has 
been taught. 
Thus, every description of place is saved from inertia 
by its dramatic use. Henrietta's ride by taxi across Paris 
(Chapter One) is not merely expository or ttcategorical.n It 
·characterizes her in terms of the city's bewildering plan 
spinning before her eyes on a grey February morning. The 
strangeness and unexpectedness of streets and buildings, the 
heights and shadows of boulevards and alleys are the palpable 
evidence of a little girl's apprehension. Iron grills, fast-
bolted shutters, "statuey, leafless gardens" are dramatically 
relevant, for they establish the sinister atmosphere in which 
the gloomy little house is engulfed. Significantly, the angle 
of the·morning light, the odd variety of architectural sizes, 
shapes, and colors, and the city's unawakened stillness 
increase her childish dread: "It would not really have sur-
prised Henrietta if no one had ever walked down that street 
aga.;n" (HP p 9) ..... _, . . 
Even more striking is her apprehension at the sight of 
Mme. Fisher's cluttered sickroom: th~ objects in it speak 
with memories, obsessions, and old grievances. The child and 
the doomed woman talk in the dark, and their talk is dark; 
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ghosts which flit through Mme. Fisher's brain lurk in the 
shadows of the full, still room While a cone of incense spirals 
into the half-light. She conceals something from Hen~iehtad. 
Yet her bitterness and her stringent ironies mdst find an 
outlet even if her grown daughter Naomi wirul be humiliated in 
the child's presence. Opening and closing doors, muffled 
conversation through walls, inexplicable movements by servants--
these add to the sense of premonition. 
Karen's state of mind is symbolized at first by "Mount 
Iris," the home of her aunt and uncle in Ireland. Detached 
from London both in space and spirit, it hangs as if suspended 
in time.. Objects appear passive, entranced; even the hills, 
the indoors, and the view of the harbor at Cobh seem to her 
"behind glass" (HP, p. 78). Her aunt's pending operation for 
cancer, in the back of all their minds, makes the days' quiet 
routine a prayerful ritual. 
Up there in the drawing-room Aunt Violet playing 
Schubert: notes come stepping lightly on to the moment 
in which karen realized she was going to die. Phrases 
of music formed and hung in the garden, where 
violently green young branches flamed in the spring 
dusk. A hurt earthly smell rose from the piteous 
roots of the daisies and those small wounds in the 
turf that her uncle, not speaking, kept pressing at 
with his toe. Down there below the terrace, the 
harbor locked in green headlands lay glassy under the 
close sky. No one familiar in Karen's life had died 
yet: the scene round her looked at once momentous and 
ghostly~ as in that light that sometimes comes before 
storms. 
(HP, p. 80) 
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The affinity between scene and mood in Miss Bowen's fiction 
cannot be reduced to a formula. Subtle but unmistakable, it 
invariably strengthens the emotionality of the character's 
experience. Realizing that Max's departure from London with 
Naomi will take him irrevocably out of her life, Karen's 
feelings are registered upon the sensate world: 
Looking down the,garden, she saw ink-dark lines 
round everything, even between the roof and the blue 
sky: for a moment the garden looked as unbearably 
vivid as a garden the moment before you faint. 
(HP, p. 123) 
Scenic details have not only an immediate dramatic use 
but a broader thematic meaning. The uprooted daisies at Mount 
Iris become the simulacrum of Aunt Violet's wrenching from 
life; the grass which Karen and Max together have flattened 
becomes, as it springs back again, the truth that their act 
"is not an end, but has an end"; the channel crossing to 
Boulogne, like the earlier trip to Ireland, is a flight from 
the stultifying London atmosphere. In the sunlight and glare 
of France Karen senses the unfolding and flowering of life: 
Buildings basked like cats in the kind heat, 
having been gripped by cold mists, having ached in 
unkind nights, been buffeted in winter. Hot winds 
tugged now and then at the flags down on the Casino, 
stretching the flags, then letting them drop again. 
Flashing, a window was thrown open uphill. What you 
saw, you felt. Max's presence, and what he said or 
did not say, made the flags, the steep streets and the 
window opening familiar; she. saw the same deep reason 
for everything. 
(HP, pp. 148-149) 
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Like the languor and sensuousness of the afternoon, their 
mutual desire ebbs and flows. But Karen sees from the beginning 
. that it is apart from any other area of her experience. As 
the liour for the steamer's departure nears, "an afternoon 
unreality fell on her." Her indecision and Max's dilerrnna 
(torn as he is between a psychological need for Naomi's 
adoration and his more aggressive ·love for Karen), are like 
"an incoming tide of apartness" (HP, p. 157). 
In contrast to Boulogne, the English coast shrouds their 
intimacies in rain. "Rain in surrnner," the author obliquely 
corrnnents, "is a kind of disaster" (HP, p. 162). Isolation, 
solitude, and insularity accompany the consummation of their 
love. Details themselves leave no question as to Miss Bowen's 
purpose, but she has made it explicit. "Till today," she 
writes, "they had not, when alone, ever been two; always 
either three or one. Now, what they did was cut off from any 
other thing, their silence relat.ed to them only" (HP, p. 163). 
The town is "high and dry," there is no horizon, for the 
"edgeless clouds" hang low. On the inland side, "the town 
climbs a steep hill, so that the houses stand on each other's 
heads. 11 Martello towers, the Dungeness light, the mysterious 
folded landscape of Kent, the muffled bugle calls from 
Shorncliffe camp--these set the mood. Walking in the rain that 
evening before going up to their room, they are aware that 
everything has lost its focus except their grave demand upon 
each other. The following morning, "the stretch of forlorn 
marsh and sad sea-line made the snug town an island, a ship 
content to go nowhere. " The road they walk ends, like . . . 
their indeterminate affair, "in a path cut through a hazel 
wood" (HP, p. 172). 
\rfuen Mrs. Michaelis has fou"Q.d undeniable evidence that 
Karen has lied about her whereabouts over the weekend, she 
waits for Karen, who knows she knows, to speak first. The 
polite war of nerves is registered on inanimate things: 
Karen saw what was ruthless inside her 
mother. Unconscious things--the doors, the curtains, 
guests, Mr. Michaelis--lent themselves to this 
savage battle for peace. Sun on the hall floor, 
steps upstairs in the house had the same deadly 
· ·· .intention to not know. To the .studio, in the 
streets, this careful horror pursued her; she could 
not see traffic without seeing with what overruling 
coldness things guided themselves. After that first 
Monday, the week got speed up and went triumphantly 
over her like a train. • • • 
(HP, p. 191) 
Nl.lmerous instances of symbolism involvin·g s:'fungl:e _..,1.! 
objects, or "stage-properties," in contrast to 'tvhole scenes 
from part of the total pattern. At the close of the central 
section Karen announces to Naomi, who has come to London to 
explain Max's suicide, that she is going to have his child. 
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Is the point labored when Naomi retires to a "conventual, 
narrow bed," or when, looking into Mrs. Michaeiis' bedroom, 
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they see "sheets on the mirror and on the bed?" (HP, p. 209). 
When Ray moves to break the deadlock which threatens his 
marriage by taking Leopold home, he inadvertently smashes the 
lid of an alabaster crock he has used for an ash-tray. The 
first words he ever addresses to his w·ife 1 s son are: "I have 
just broken the lid off something" (!!!:, p. 239). The 
propriety of these images and metaphors must be judged, of 
course, in their context~ where they enhance already established 
emotional tones. There is irony in the contrast between the 
inconclusive ending and its theatrical setting: 
Here at the head of the rrunp, they stood at a 
commanding, heroic height above the level of Paris, 
Which they saw. Leopold said, 'Is it illuminated?' 
The copper-dark sky went glassy over the city 
crowned with signs and starting alight with windows, 
the wet square like a lake at the foot of the 
station ramp. 
(HP, p. 269) 
Scene in The House in Paris is :?::noJZewat:th~, then, not 
only for its sensual impact in.delineating mood but also for 
its thematic value. Miss Bowen has always resisted "categorical 
description"; yet from the beginning she has striven "to 
9 
register the hazy queerness places and persons had for me." 
9Pref. to Early Stories,:xv. 
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Avoiding the painterly and picturesque for their own sakes, 
she has treated her settings not as separate entities but as 
part of the forward movement of the story. We have seen that 
her method is a blend of symbolism and impressionism. At 
times concrete objects represent abstract conceptions which 
directly illuminate theme; at other t'imes. they convey thoughts, 
feelings, and images by means of suggestion rather than by a 
more complete or explicit comment. The House.in Paris, in 
structure and mood her most evocative novel, t~s~al~y relies on 
the data of "natural" imagery--on weather and light especially--
for both the sensibility of her characters and a sense of their 
predicaments. Thrrough scene~ moreover, Miss Bowen has succeeded 
in establishing a pattern of interrelated moods which give this 
novel a "valid central emotion]H closely resembling the effect 
of her best short stories. 
Dialogue. A continued effort in The House in Paris to 
make dialogue "crystallize situation," to resist the 
"realistic" and "amusing" for its own sake, and to exploit 
the implicational values of the "under-articulate" reminds 
us that the author's theory of good dialogue is grounded in 
practice. At first glance the advice offered in the "Notes" 
appears conventional enough; and indeed, every ~~iter must have 
been torn, as Miss Bowen has been, between the demands of 
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realism and the demands of nplot." It is important, therefore, 
not to censure her too severely for what she has not tried to 
do but to read her dialogue in the light of her express pur-
poses. She sacrifices suiface realism, for example, in order 
to express character or advance plot. She insists that 
dialogue is "in itself something happening 11 ; speech is "what 
the characters do to each other" (CI, p. 255). One must look 
to a handful of ~vriters to carry into practice the extreme 
stylization of dialogue for analytiGal purposes: Henry James 
in a previous generation, Ivy Compton-Burnett and Elizabeth 
10 
Bowen in ours. Edward Wagenknecht describes the dialogue 
of James as "unrealistic but highly conn:nunicative speech 
reflecting the author's rather than the speaker's conscious-
11 
n ness, and Pamela Hansford Johnson observes that, in Miss 
Burnett's fiction, "dialogue has very little relation indeed 
to human speech. • • the children speak only with their minds." 
And again: "This is not the way little boys talk. . . . 
10Jocelyn Brooke speaks of the deliberately "stylized" 
dialogue in several of Miss Bowen's novels and compares it to 
passages in Henry James and Ivy Compton-Burnett (Elizabeth Bowen, 
p. 26). See also Miss Bowen's BBC Broadcast (The Listener, 
November 1, 1956, p. 706) in which she distinguishes "individual" 
from 11 general" dialogue. 
11cavalcade of the English Novel (New York: Henry Holt, 
1943), p. 541 n. 
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Judging by the actions and reactions of children, however, it 
12 
is very much the way they think." The House in Paris, which 
contains Miss Bowen's most successful dialogue up to that time, 
vividly illustrates what is meant in the "Notes" by compromis-
ing between "the pull from the characters" and "the pull from 
the plot" (CI, p. 262). 
The realistic surface of her straight dialogue in the 
first section is completely authoritative. The nervous 
anxiety 'tvith which Naomi tries to explain the presence of 
Leopold to Henrietta and the children's unerring sense of an 
adult conspiracy flash across to the reader in such exchanges 
as these: 
"You two have made friends, I· see • 11 
"Yes, thank you," said Henrietta. 
Miss Fisher's uncertain smile faded uncertainly. 
"That is very nice," .she said. "You are company for 
each other. That will help pass the day." 
"I shan't be here long," said Leopold. 
"Naturally, naturally not," agreed Miss Fisher, 
sending Henrietta a speaking glance. "Leopold is 
expecting his mother this afternoon," she said in a 
stage voice. 
"I know," said Henrietta basely, "you told me •11 
To hide how sharply she felt Henrietta's 
betrayal, Miss Fisher made a business of putting 
down her handbag near the edge of the taQle beside the 
apple. She said: "This afternoon, if my mother can 
sleep and does not need me with her, you and I will 
go out, Henrietta, to see a little of Paris." 
12 Ivy Compton-Burnett (New York: Longmans Green, 1954), 
pp. 10, 41. 
"Oh, thank you. The Trocadero is what I 'tvant 
to see." 
"Don't you mean the Arc de Triomphe?" 
"No, thank you, the Trocadero." 
·"But that is not historic, not in very good 
taste. I had thought we might visit the Luxembourg, 
so near here. And perhaps Napoleon's tomb.'' 
"I don't care for Napoleon," said Henrietta. 
"But I think your grandmother might--" 
11I don't suppose she'd mind." 
"Notre Dame--" 
"I'd sooner see the Trocadero, thank you. I've 
got a picture of it in my glove-box at home." 
(HP, pp. 26-27) 
Henrietta is eleven years old, Leopold nine. We might 
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question whether either of them, however precocious, would be 
capable of Leopold's outburst against the over-protectivene~s 
of his foster-parents. The passage is, of course, verbal 
caricature which must suggest Leopold's feelings and, for the 
moment, carry "the entire weight of the novel" (CI, p. 256). 
Why should I have iodine stung on my knees when 
I fall down, and see one of them on a rock the whole 
time I'm on the shore, and be weighed every Saturday 
like something to eat, and be asked about my ideas 
when their friends come, and have them whispering 
around when I shut my eyes in bed, and be taken away 
from Rome and not let drink wine even with water and 
told about Shelley the whole time? I'm glad he was 
drowned; I wish he had never been born. The servants 
laugh at them bec~use they never had children, so they 
never let me alone, which·is like finding ants in every-
thing . When: I am angry they whisper in other rooms and 
when I use dirty words they look away from each other. 
'They show off to other people to make them think I am 
theirs. Have they bought me, or what? Why should I 
have to kiss them when I wish every time I have to 
that their faces would fall off, like the outsides of 
onions? When they walk about in the sunset, or look 
poetically at things, their bodies look so silly. 
You can't say, 'I don't love you' any more than you 
could say that to a sheep •••• 
(HP, p. 229) 
This should be compared with the telephone conversation 
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between Karen and Max which, in its omissions and inarticulate-
ness, conveys a whole range of unspoken feelings (HP, 143). 
Max's oblique way of explaining to Karen Mme. Fisher's hold on 
him is brilliant dialogue. Not only is their relationship 
e~osed, but his sensitive regard for Karen (and Karen's 
forthright recognition of an intimacy from which she is barre?) 
assume new importance in the plot. Here are words understood 
one way by the speaker, another by the hearer, and still a 
third way by the reader: 
" ••• From the first, she acted on me like 
acid on a plate~" 
"Corrosive?" 
"Yes. No. What her wit ate out is certainly gone. 
But more happened than that; as she saw me, I became. 
Her sex is all in her head, but she is not a woman 
for nothing. In my youth, she made me shoot up like a 
plant in enclosed air. She was completely agreeable. 
Our ages "t;vere complimentary. I had never had the 
excitement of intimacy. Our brains became like senses, 
touching and drawing back." 
"Then you acted on her, too?" 
"To an e~~tent only. She was ready for me when I 
was not ready for her. She had waited years for what 
I had not had time to miss. We met in her house, in 
all senses. Women I knew were as she made me see them: 
they were not much. Any loves I enjoyed stayed inside 
her scope; she knew of them all. She mocked and played 
upon my sensuality. She always had time to see me; she 
did not turn upon me however angry she was." 
"Is she still angry?" Karen s.aid suddenly • • • 
(HP, p. 150) 
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In asserting that dialogue is "something happening_," 
the "Notes" shift emphasis from the illustrative to the 
"functional" in speech. Dialogue is "a thin bridge," which 
must bear the entire weight of the novel. We hear only one 
conversation between Ray and Karen; it appears in the last 
third of the book and epitomizes their otherwise dim relation-
ship. A striking example of linked remark and rejoinder~ it 
distills the whole issue of Karen's remorse, Ray's pity, and 
the implacable fact of Leopold's existence. Miss Bowen 
concentrates here on logicality rather than realistic 
presentation; by suggesting recurrence and modulation ("His 
and her life together was an unspoken dialogue"), she under-
plays the dramatic ari.d "realistic" present in order to surrnnarize 
a basic and recurrent psychological dilerrnna. "Such a dialogue, 
being circular," she remarks, "has no end. Under silences it 
can be heard by the heart pursuing its round, and_, though it 
goes deep down, any phrase from it may swim up to cut the 
surface of talk when you least expect_, like a shark's fin" 
(HP, pp. 244-245) • To illustrate this "non-realistic" use 
of dialogue, we quote a small section of the passage: 
SHE: "How much Naomi knew when she said: 'Tell him,' 
when she sent you to find me. But I did not agree to 
marry a mystic, a martyr. You feed your complicated 
~motion on what happened to me. For God's sake, is there 
no plain man?" 
HE: "Was Max a plain man?" 
SHE: "No; that is just the point." 
HE: "Perhaps you did not know him?" 
SHE: ''Yes . No • I don't remember. I never 
remember. It 1 s time you stopped." 
HE: "I only remember your coming back." 
SHE: "No., what you remember is taking me back. 
Kissing me with that unborn child there. That 
emotion you had." . 
HE: "Did you want me to hate the child?" 
SHE: "No, but--you know your kind of love appals 
me: mysticalness, charity. All I wanted then was 
to come back and be with you. I have been 
frightened ever since I stood with Max on the front 
and saw the lighthouse out there, that night." 
HE: "Did you want me to hate Max?" 
SHE: "No, but--I came back to be with you. I want 
to be alone with you. Stop remembering." 
HE: "It is you.who remember ••• " (BE, p. 243) 
Visual Angle. The opening and closing episodes of the 
novel are dominated by the consciousness of Henrietta, an 
essentially passive observer neither vitally connected with 
the main action nor entirely separated from it. To analyze 
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her precise function in the story is to approach more closely 
Miss Bowen's central "poetic" intention. The novelist must 
use his "right of entry" into characters, the "Notes" tell us, 
to satisfy the 'l:lemands" of plot (CI, p. 257). But what relevance 
have the memories, sensations, and thought-processes of this 
minor figure to the plight of Karen? Even assuming the 
excellence of the portrait (she does "materialize"), are we 
not put off by her complete uninvolvement in the mystery? 
Henrietta's prominence is justified if we consider that 
she provides not only a "normal" reaction to an abnormal 
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state of affairs but also a sounding board for Leopold, other-
wise hedged around by adults. Yet her innocence and directness 
are not unalloyed; she has learned to ape adult manners and' 
to talk around a point without naming it. And so has Leopold--
together, they communicate, in their childish fear and pride, 
their insecurity in an adult world. Important, too, is Miss 
Bowen's use of a babes-in-the-woods theme, which is heightened 
by the children's reliance on each other even in the face of 
their mutual distrust. Thus, Karen's dread of the past is 
equated with their dread of the house. In short, Henrietta's 
matter&~~f-fact little-girlishness is a brilliantly ironic 
vantage-point from wi1ich to view adult sexuality, violence, 
and remorse. To return to her point of view at the close is 
simple structural justice. 
Whether Miss Bowen uses "stream-of-consciousness" of 
"interior monologue" is perhaps a matter of definition. She 
shuns free association and planned incoherence. Even the 
thoughts of Henrietta and Leopold are raised, like their 
dialogue, to an adult level of syntax and sensibility. 
Sometimes, but not always~ the reader is forewarned that 
"Henrietta thought," or that she "thought dauntedly" (usually 
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followed by a colon);' !;rat they are hardly the thoughts of a 
little girl. On the other hand, shifts in aesthetic distance 
are frequently unannounced, if not imperceptible: 
• • • she could not hear the clock without 
seeing the pendulum, with that bright hypnotic 
disc at its tip, which set the beat of her 
thoughts till they were not thoughts. Steps 
crossed the ceiling and stopped somewhere: was 
Miss Fisher standing by her sick mother's bed? 
She can't be dying, she wants to know about me 
(HP, p. 14) 
. . . 
But the shift in person is sometimes complicated by a shift 
., 
,., in sensibility from character to author. In such instances 
the needs of the plot transcend those "faked realistic qualities" 
which Miss Bowen considers only a "mask" for the dialogue's 
true purpose. For example, modulation in both physical and 
psychological point of view occurs in several of the 
"Leopold" passages: 
He heard voices through the floor, in the salon. 
A man's down there; perhaps that is the doctor. Oh, 
Madame Fisher, if that is the doctor they will bring 
him up and take me away. He may say you have died 
of talking. Oh quickly, quickly, quickly, before he 
comes! Do not seal me up again, listen, listen, 
listen! At Spezia when I am angry I go full of smoke 
inside, but when you make me angry I see everything. 
If this is what men come to women for, what is love, then? 
- (HP, p. 234) 
In the central portion dealing with the Past, Miss Bowen 
exercises "right of entry" into Karen's thoughts only. Yet 
even when she most closely identifies with the heroine, she 
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remains fastidiously at one remove. A detached irony thus 
provides the one constant visual angle in all her fiction. 
Karen's response to weather, landscapes, interiors, light and 
darkness serves two purposes: character and theme. She 
materializes for us, first, as a person of sensibilitj.~ewe~::-:a 
sympathize with and share her moods. Second, we are partly 
victimized (in the sense that all fiction is an "illusion") 
into accepting her construction of reality, suffering her 
disillusionment. Henry James justified the single point of 
view as a more convincing illusion of reality than was otherwise 
possible; the only reality, he argued, is someone's conscious-
ness of it. But to Elizabeth Bowen the angle of narration is' 
not only a techniqal device but a moral issue: the consciousness 
of her heroine--no matter how vivid and compelling--is always 
deluded. "The novel lies," Miss :Bowen has written. It lies 
because it says that "something happened that did not" 
(CI, p. 249) • 
Moral Angle. Lotus Snow has describe9 this novel as more 
13 
"dramatic" than its predecessors, and David Daiches has noted 
14 
its forceful treatment o£ "public" versus "private" values. 
13 
"The Uncertain 1 I 1 : .A Study of EB 1 s Fiction," Western 
Humanities Review IV (Autumn, 1950), 305. 
14
"The Novels of Elizabeth Bowen," p. 312. 
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Orville Prescott, an outspoken foe of aestheticism in fiction, 
has taken Miss Bowen to task for "her ultra-drawing-room manner," 
but has conceded that at her best she conveys "a warm 
15 
compassion, an almost intuitive sensitivity." 
Respect for Miss Bowen as a moralist begins, it appears, 
when readers recognize her ability to state problems correctly 
and movingly and to reach a point of responsible impartiality 
in which the absence of a "moral purpose" is redeem,ed by "truth 
in action" (CI, p. 258). The House in Paris, which frequently 
touches controversial issue~nevertheless remains morally, 
socially, ~nd politically detached. Max's Jewish background 
is unquestionably bound up in his ch~racter and motivation, 
and Karen's rebellio~sness does have a socialistic aspect. 
Mis·s Bowen will later declare that characters, to be seen at 
all, must be "seen in a moral light" (CI, p. 258). Jews and 
Gentiles, the Haves and the Have-nots, English conservatism and 
French liberalism, sex repression and sex expression--these 
are clearly recognizable dramatic tensions. Karen is a member 
of the English gentry, Max is not. "She had been born and was 
making her marriage inside the class that in England changes 
least of all," the author remarks (!!E, p. 68) • • • "She saw this 
15
rn My Opinion (New York: Bobbs Merrill, 1952), p. 104-. 
mnherited world enough from the outside to see that it might 
not last~ but perhaps for this reason, obstinately stood by 
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it" (HP, p. 69). In her first serious conversation with Max we 
witness a clash in class attitudes. uTo be serious is absurd," 
Karen inadvertently remarks. "It is useless: what can one do?" 
Must everything be funny?" .And when Karen parries, with the 
bewilderment of her class~ that "one's life is," Max thrusts 
home, "No wonder you get on nicely" (HP, p. 117). From Karen's 
mother we'hear that "there is always that touch--Jewish perhaps--
of womanishness about him that a woman would have to ignore 
and yet deal with the whole time" (!!f., p. 124). After the 
Boulogne-Hythe intimacy, Mrs. Michaelis is even more outspoken 
in her prejudice: "You have be:haved like an infatuated woman ••. 
and he is a very astute man. New Jew is unastute. Apart 
from your being more beautiful and more ••. more possible 
than Naomi, he can see for himself that you are very much 
wealthier" (HP, p. 195). This is the nearest thing in 
The House in Paris to an al-ignment of issues, although we 
shall observe that, as Miss Bowen's art develops, she will 
enrich her narrative with moral comment and point to the 
social implications underlying individual disorders. The fact 
remains, howeve~ that few novelists writing today are as free 
of the tendentious and didactic. To say that her eight novels 
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show a steadily increasing social responsibility would be 
misleading; in The House in Paris Miss Bowen continues to 
shun social problems for personal relationships. Her "respon-
s ibility" is expressed in the "pure" novelist's exalted 
conception of "poetic truth" (CI, p. 258). 
Nevertheless, the emotionality of this story sets it 
apart. The terrifying sight of Madame Fisher on her sickbed 
is, in its blend of poignancy and diabolism, unmatched in her 
previous work (HP, p. 40). Or again, the barrier between 
Naomi and the children is constructed of tragic ironies which 
tear at the heart. When Naomi enters with bad news for 
Leopold, the children, reading her anguish, back away 
suspiciously: 
Henrietta edged away round the table; it agonized· 
her to be present but nothing would make her go. Acting 
abstraction, she bent over the table to see her face 
in a pool of shiny walnut, stamped her two hands 
palm down on the polish, then watched the misty prints 
they left disappear. She felt an intense morbid 
solicitude~ as though Leopold were about to be executed 
in front of her. His cut-off air, white face and 
txembling defensive anger heightened the thought, 
as Miss Fisher, farouchely~ lost to all but the crisis, 
held her arms out to him, dropped to her knees and 
advanced on her knees, arms out. Her eyes streamed 
as she rode at him like the. figurehead of a ship. 
Leopold backed, his arms close to his sides. 
"What is it?" he said. "What 1 s happened?" 
"You must be very good. Your mother--" 
11
--0h. Dead?" he said quickly. 
"No, oh no. Only, only a change." 
(HP, p. 61) 
When Henrietta tries to comfort' Leopold in his despair, 
the emotional poignancy of the scene has no parallel in Miss 
Bowen's earlier fiction: 
••• Finally~ she leant her body against his, 
pressing her ribs to his elbow so that his sobs 
began to go through her too. Leopold rolled his 
face further away from her, so that one cheek and 
temple now pressed the marble, but did not withdraw 
his body from her touch. After a minute like this, 
his elbow undoubled itself against her and his arm 
went round her with unfeeling tightness, as though 
he were gripping the bole of a tree. Held close like 
this to the mantelpiece he leant on, Henrietta let 
her forehead rest on the marble too; her face bent 
forward, so that the tears she began shedding fell 
on the front of her dress. An angel stood up inside 
her with its hands to its lips~ and Henrietta did 
not attempt to speak. 
(HP, p. 220) 
The "moral angle" adopted in The House in Paris is 
consistent, therefore, with Miss Bowen's theory·· of artistic 
I 
impersonality (CI, p. 259). Abstract statements of Miss 
Bowen's "ideas" are .~~peculiarly unsatisfactory, as are the 
recent efforts by critics to reduce her novels to thematic 
essences (see Chapter I). Miss Bowen continues in The House 
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in Paris to preserve her political, social, and philosophical 
detachment, but she no longer conceals the heartbreak implicit 
in the moral defeat of her romantic heroine. 
Advance, Relevance. The instructions for promoting steady 
narrative movement, or "continuity,'.' may be reduced to this 
single imperative: emphasize the story's causes and effects. 
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The writer must account for omitted happenings by showing their 
consequences; he must contrast subjective time-schemes with 
actual time; he must measure time in physical and emotional 
changes; and finally, he must vary the same scene by varying 
its presentation. 
The House in Paris is essentially a novel about Time; in 
general it records moments in an expanding circle of consequences. 
Everything that happens, however, is subsumed under "the Present" 
or "the Past," a formal convention which raises a number of 
technical problems. To suggest simultaneity of action in 
the Fisher pension, the narrative resorts to frequent flashbacks, 
overlapping of scene, and cinematic "fades." Indeed, the 
flashback principle, previously confined by the author to 
chapters or incidents within chapters, determines the novel's 
three-part structure. The mystery of Leopold's birth is not 
explained until we have been made palpably aware of its 
psychological effects on a circle of characters. In the first 
two chapters Henrietta and Leopold successively reveal, by 
their reaction to r,elatives, to the pension, and to each other, 
the adult crisis they themselves have caused. The results of 
. the affair between Max and Karen are registered in the furtive, 
macabre atmosphere of the house. "The reader must be made to 
feel," Miss Bowen remarks, "that what has· .not been described or 
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stated has, none the less, happened" (CI, p. 259). 
Furthermore, "inner" action is "paced" by references to 
"outer" time--to the weather of Paris, the ebb and flow of 
the city's noise~ and household routine; these in turn heighten 
the subjective, "falsified" time e~cperienced by the children. 
In the central, "Karen" section, the arbitrary time-scheme 
reflecting the heroine's sensibilities is contrasted with the 
spaced-out seasons, the progress of Aunt Violet's illness, 
letters from Ray, and--most tellingly--Karen's shipboard 
encounter with a racy Irish girl who, symbolically, gathers 
rosebuds while she may. 
In the chapters following Karen's return to London, 
narrative pace is maintained by means of rapid shifts in 
scene from Chester Terrace to a Twickenham garden and from 
' 
there to Boulogne, to Hythe, and back to London again. 
Karen's character, on the other hand, seems strikingly 
unchanged while such shifts are in progress; it changes 
only when she is conf~ned for any length of time to a single 
scene, a technical strategy evident in the earlier novels as 
well. "Two changes," Miss Bmven asserts, "obviously cancel 
each other out" (CI, p. 261). Accordingly, the static scenes 
at home are the backgrounds for dramatic crises. 
But the author is faced with having to show the extent 
of Karen's change since her girlhood in Paris. In the first 
meeting with Max in London, Karen's thoughts are inhibited 
by class proprieties; in a flashback we glimpse her in the 
throes of an adolescent "crush." But now, in Twi'ckenham, 
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her mature attitude toward Max is a balance between past 
extremes. Miss Bowen's method of delineating Karen the girl 
strictly in terms of Karen the woman is a brilliant stroke of 
fictional foreshortening which anticipates a point of the 
"Notes," namely, that the writer should convey what has not been 
stated by showing events whose source only the unstated could 
have been (fl, p. 259). 
Examples of Miss Bowen's preoccupation with "advance" 
can be multiplied. We have said earlier that her struggles 
to adapt short story habits to this longer medium may partly 
explain her later scrupulosity about narrative pace. Yet if 
she had felt that her short-story skills handicapped her as 
a novelist, her achievement in The House in Paris should have 
reassured her. In its singleness of impact--its reconciliation 
of the novel's inclusiveness with the short story's "tautness"--
it is the high point in her career. 
The structural unity of The House in Paris, however, is 
moxe than a matter of simple continuity. It is a matter of a 
new internal consistency lacking in her previous work. The 
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underlying assumption of the "Notes" is that everything--plot, 
character, scene, and dialogue-··"has come to turn, by the end, 
on relevance" (CI, p. 261). Plot must be relevant to itself, 
i.e., action must be relevant to theme. The novelist must be 
careful to avoid "infatuation" v7ith character, scene, or 
dialogue :for its o-;;vn sake; his object is, "to whittle down his 
meaning to the exactest and finest possible point" (CI, p. 263). 
Neither diversity nor an extensive working of the subject but 
an intensive preoccupation with a single design--this principle 
is consciously applied in The House in Paris. 
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CHAPTER IX 
THE DEATH OF THE HEART 
The early novels retell, in a sense, the story of a 
young, open-hearted, and sensitive heroine whose expecta-
tions of the world bring her close to tragedy. !etrayed 
and disillusioned, she breaks her innocent "pact of 
immunity" with life and begins to adopt those policies of 
heartlessness and compromise demanded by society. The change 
in her is a general loss, the author implies: ~nee more we 
have all failed the pure in heart. 
Yet the phrase "the death of the heart" has led to a 
misunders.tanding of Miss Bowen's t;heme. Apart from its 
overtly sentimental implication the title of her sixth novel 
is not meant to exalt private over public values • As the 
foregoing chapters have shown, the central irony in all her 
novels thus far is that the deluded sensibility, however 
precious its dream or poignant its awakening, must come to 
terms with lifee "It is not only our fate," Miss Bowen writes, 
1The Death of the Heart 
abbreviated hereafter as ~o 
Vintage Books, 1957. 
(New York: Alfred Knopf, 1939), 
Paperbound edition: New York: 
"b~t our business to 1:,ose innocence; and once we have lost 
2 
that, it is futile to attempt a picnic in Eden." The idea, 
expressed here with graphic conviction, is only latent in 
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.such works as The Hotel and The Last Spetember, but it might 
well have been the epigraph of The Death of the Heart: by that 
time the author's judgment of her heroines has crystallized. 
Aesthetically and intuitively she is drawn to the Sydneys and 
Ennnelines, the Loises and Karens. But since she finds them 
morally indefensible in their reluctance to come to terms 
with society~ she regards their good intentions and high aims 
as the stuff of tragedy. 
The fullest treatment of this theme appears in The Death 
of the Heart, Miss Bowen's one novel to have achieved thus 
far a degree of popular succ~ss. In the pages that follow we 
-
shall consider various aspects of its form and technique as 
they relate to the author's theory; we shall learn, for example, 
why it is at once the least individual and the most "accessible" 
of her novels. Using the "Notes" as a basis for this inquiry, 
we shall discover that the main characters are more roundly 
developed than formerly, and that "flat" characters are almost 
non-existent--the results of a new effort to justify the world's 
2
"out of a Book," CI, p. 265; repr., from Orion III, 
1946. 
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point of view rather than the heroine's only. Scene, too, 
shows technical advances, chiefly in the abstractionism of 
the novel's landscapes and interiors; no matter how concretely 
detailed they may be, surroundings have now become elaborate 
thematic metaphors. Dialogue shows a new tension between 
realistic "surface" and non-realistic "function" barely 
apparent in The House in Paris • Sp~eches rich in "throw-
away" detail now serve as class satire; certain characters 
continue, however, to act primarily as spokesmen for Miss 
Bowen's central argument. 
The most striking innovations involve visual angle. No 
other novel by Miss Bowen contains so many moral disquisitions, 
most of them delivered from an Olympian height. One feels 
justified in calling The Death of the Heart a modern parable 
be.cause of its intellectual logic, its sage appeals to the 
11deep-down, general part of us." Finally, though more dis-
cursive and philosophical than her other novels, it is 
intensely paced--a paradox we shall examine below under 
"Advance." Undoubtedly Miss Bowen has lost none of her 
skill in "clocking" suspense and steadily advancing action. 
Plot. Once we are conscious of Miss Bowen 1 s avowed 
1 
methods, we may observe how she selects and develops plot 
material. "Plot must be reasoned," she tells us--reasoned 
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"onward from the moment when its none-otherness, its only 
possibleness has become apparent." (£.!., p. 250). An almost 
obsessive concern for those happenings and situations which 
directly illuminate her theme results from this approach. 
' One reviewer has described the novel as "almost intolerably 
3 
lucid," an apt phrase for Miss Bowen's expository use of 
plot. We shall observe, in the sunnnary analysis that follows, 
a new emphasis on plot as statement-~, in Miss Bowen's words, 
"the knowing of destination" (CI, p. 249). 
The betrayal of the heroine's innocence is charted in 
three equal sections of the story: "The World," 11The Flesh," 
and "The Devil." Insofar as they relate to the action these 
divisions are not logically air-tight. However, they do 
provide a major triad, which suggests the magnitude and 
wholeness of the allegory. Moreover, by envisioning the 
heroine's predicament framed in this triptych, Miss Bowen 
accentuates the timelessness of her theme. 
The corrosive influence of the '.'world" is detailed in 
the eight chapters of the first section. The story opens 
in the middle of a conversation between Anna Quayne, a 
sophisticated and wealthy Londoner, and.,St. Quentin Miller, 
3 Isabel Patterson, "But Nobody Wants Another's Whole Heart" 
[Rev. of The Death of the Heart], New York Herald Tribune Books 
(January 22, 1939), p. 4. 
a society novelist and close intellectual companion. The 
subject that engages their grave attention is the orphaned 
Portia, half-sister of Thomas, Anna's husband. Portia, 
temporarily "adopted" into the Quayne's household, has had 
a lonely, impoverished girlhood. Issue of an illicit aff~ir 
between Thomas's father and nrrene," she has lived with her 
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outcast parents in cheap hotels on the Continent. This was the 
"punishment'' the elder Thomas's martyred, self-righteous wife 
took pleasure in meting out to her husband. Banished, alienated 
from everything he loved, he willed at his death that Portia 
should live for a year at his son's home on fashionable 
Windsor Terrace. Anna has accepted the arrangement with.: ill 
grace (she feels nothing for the child): Thomas, too, appears 
to act solely from a sense of family obligation. Anna is 
deeply disturbed by what she has inadvertently discovered: 
several entries in Portia's diary show only too clearly her 
< 
reactions to her new surroundings. Although reluctant to 
say so, Anna has had a lightning revelation of herself and 
Thomas through the eyes of a sixteen-year-old, and what she 
finds is not pleasant. She tells St. Quentin that the diary 
' 
is "distorted and distorting," that it .is not affected but 
"hysterical. u Yet she is aware that she and Thomas have been 
"taped." And she adds, contradictorily, "There does not seem 
to be a single. thing that she misses, and there's certainly 
not a thing that she does not misconstruct" (m!, p. 9). 
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Portia's only friend in the Quayne household is Matchett, 
a family retainer and the former servant of Mrs. Quayne the 
elder, Thomas's mother. Austere, homely, impassive, she is 
the power behind the smoothly operating servant staff. She 
is Portia's sole confidante, at least to begin with. Sp~aking 
flatly and dispassionately, Matchett sometimes reminisces about 
the period before the family scandal: she revered old Mr .. 
Quayne and considered his first wife heartless. Without 
being disloyal to her present employers (who have inherited 
her along with the family furniture), Matchett sees Portia's 
need for a girlhood they c.annot give her. 
In the second chapter Anna and St. Quentin return from 
their walk for tea. Portia, for whom the sernants have set a 
place, is subjected to the torture of Anna's boredom, St. 
Quentin's clinical searching. The spectre of the child's 
diary!,hangs over them; their present unresponsiveness to her 
kills whatever spontaneity she has left. Meanwhile, Thomas, 
Anna's advertising-executive husband, impatiently awaits the 
novelist's departure. Tired and fretful from a day at his 
office, he barely answers Portia's timid questions, keenly 
resents a child's demands upon his time and energy. Having 
felt she was unwelcome at tea, she wonders if she ought to 
leave Thomas's den as well. While she is thinking back to 
the time just before her mother's death, when they lived in 
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a dingy back room of a resort hotel on Lake Lucerne during 
the off-season, Anna enters, to suggest that Portia run off 
now to do her homework so that later they can all go together 
to the movies • Portia, who knows that she is being shunted, 
almost breaks down before them, but leaves in time. The 
conversation between Thomas and Anna reveals their cynicism, 
their dread of being loved "with any great gush of the heart." 
Portia's perpetual "scared lurking" annoys, them. Yet Thomas, 
who says, 11We are minor in everything but our passions, 11 
wonders why Anna can 1 t love her. Anna replies, "You'd only 
like me to seem to love her. 11 
The third chapter explains Anna's present attitude in 
terms of her past. Her marriage to Thomas after an ignominious 
love affair represents a self-protec~ive shrinking of the 
heart. Two miscarriages have "turned her back on herself" 
(DH, p. 46). Thomas is filled with an obscure shame for his 
father and a feeling of revulsion towards the "grotesqueries" 
of certain emotions. Matchett is puzzled by the lack of 
family custom and of emotional background in the household's 
routine: "In this airy vivacious house, all mirrors and polish, 
there was no place where shadows lodged, no place Where 
feelings could thicken" (DH, p. SO). The narrative shifts 
to a chance encounter of the Quaynes with Major Brutt, a 
retired army officer at loose ends in London. He had been 
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an intimate of Robert Pidgeon, Anna1 s lover before her marriage. 
Although he is a pathetic old bore to Anna, her sudden curiosity 
about Pidgeon prompts her to invite him home. Thomas is 
annoyed; he suspects that the major will solicit him for a job. 
Only Portia is delighted with Major Brutt's company, his 
spontaneous, Whimsical way of drawing her out. 
Chapter IV, which continues with the basic exposition, 
provides the rsader with a glimpse of Portia among her peers 
in a fashionable London day-school, where she has entered into 
friendship with Lilian, a voluptuously developed adolescent 
with a consuming interest in a letter Portia has.' just rece_ived 
from an undisclosed source. In a girlish exchange of intimacies 
Liliart:·.hears that "Eddie" is a young man who frequently calls 
on Anna; recently Portia, lurking in the downstairs hallway 
at home,had sprung forward to hand Eddie his hat. The letter 
contains his profuse and witty thanks • Portia is flattered 
both by his interest and by his ironic, conspiratorial refer-
ences to Anna. Apparently others are aware of dissimulation 
and pretence at Windsor Terrace. Her thoughts turn to the 
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bewildering city, a microcosm of the "closed-out" areas of 
life. She·cannot, she feels, .find the "clue" to anything. 
Returning from school, she is greeted by Matchett, who asks 
her all about her day. Thomas and Anna know that she is home, 
bu~ they are too busy dressing for dining out'to say hello. 
In the next chapter we learn that Eddie is a comp~icated 
cad, a blend of brash arrogance and hypersensitivity. His 
relations with Anna are equivocal; by toadying to her, he has 
landed a job in her husband's advertising firm. Only twenty-
four and already sent down from Oxford, Eddie has undeniable 
charm and a facile creativity useful in his new job. He also 
knows how to feed Anna's illusions about herself, but when.he 
foolishly attempts to make love to her, he is coldly rejected. 
Thereafter, Eddie and Anna try to hurt each other; mutual 
detestation and mutual fascination hang in the balance. One 
day he melodramatically bids her farewell, but in the weeks to 
follow he continues to court her with flowers, notes, and social 
calls~ This ambiguous relationship already exists when Portia 
arrives to join the family. 
In Chapter VI Ma~chett recounts to Portia the circum-
stances of her infancy. Between Portia and Anna no such 
confidences exist; indeed, Anna never comes to her bed to 
say goodnight. But the talks with Matchett illuminate the 
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girl's mind by showing her how much her father loved his 'home 
arid what anguish he suffered in carrying out his first wife's 
judgment on his waywardness. Portia is reduced to tears 
wondering why her own birth ever had to be. Only Matchett, s 
homely reassurances that the past is finished help her to 
fall asleep. 
When lonely Major Brutt invites himself to the Windsor 
Terrace (Chapter VII), he is not aware of his own motives. For 
one thing, he has struck up a friendship with a sweet young · 
gr.ir~; who made him feel welcome and important. He has to 
admit to himself that Anna's break with his old friend Robert 
Pidgeon has never been satisfactorily settled in his own mind; 
and certainly Thomas's influence would be no disadvantage in 
his efforts to forestall penury. But the··,poor Major is most 
unobservant: Tho~as is far from glad to see him; the Quaynes, 
he sees, are something less than a closely knit family; 
Portia, though pleasant, is transparently absorbed in Eddie; 
and Anna has gone out to lunch. The four-way conversation, 
painfully stilted, fails to dampen the desperate optimism 
of a man who has little more to sustain him than faith in the 
Quaynesd good will. 
Chapter VIII shows what Portia finds in Eddie.. He admits 
that he is a chameleon and poseur, but his very admission of 
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hypocrisy attracts her. He strengthens her impressions of 
life, ~specially of Thomas and Anna; his witty, satirical 
descriptions of them, however caricatured, impart "a poetic 
new order" to everything. Eddie, disabused and rebellious at 
twenty-four, still hoping "for honor and peace," is like 
Portia, except that, in self-defense, be has developed worldly 
guile. In lending her diary to Eddie, Portia accepts him as 
an accomplice against the "guilty plausibility" of the world. 
In Chapter IX, the last in the section entitled "The 
World,".we_read the entries in Portia's diary covering an 
entire month. Although these have been writ~n since Eddie 
has returned the diary (and long after Anna's surreptitious 
reading), Eddie's delight and Anna's horror are now under-
stand.able. Connnonplaces of school life mingle indiscriminately 
with emotional crises of which Portia herself seems barely 
conscious. At one moment we seem to touch the deepest springs 
of her being; at another she notes, "We were to have had a 
lecture on the appreciation of Mozart, but because of the fog 
we had a Debate on Consistency being the Hobgoblin of Small 
Minds 11 (Q!!, p. 144) • Unerringly she puts her finger on Thomas 
and Anna's inadequacy; but are these comments as artless~y· 
frank as they seem? She seems fascinated by Thomas's round-
about, inept questions about Eddie's 11 intentions11 toward her, 
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and she records the interview at once as a child and as a 
woman (DH, p. 142). Actions and gestures are caught in the 
fine mesh of her intuition; she does not find words to 
interpret them •. She can write: "This house makes a smell of 
feeling. Since I have known Eddie I ask myself what this 
smell is more" (DH, p. 140). Only through Matchett does she 
learn that Thomas and Anna are going abroad in April: "This 
was a S\lrprise." As Portia recounts their eventual anno"Qnce-
ment, it is a lesson in awkwardness; yet she hardly seems 
aware of her own ironies • The diary is a flawless mirror of 
feelings doomed to be clouded over in the months to come. 
The foregoing account of the main action is not in itself 
conclusive evidence of Miss Bowen's attempt to enforce strict 
relevance ("The World" covers only one-third of her story). 
It does, however, indicate her concept of the novel as "state-
ment." In these first nine chapters she has worked back and 
forth over a single point, the impact of the world on 
innocence • In the "Notes" she expresses admiration for the 
detective story because "nothing is 'in' that does not tell" 
(Q!, p. 261). Everything w~ can call "action" or "story" in 
the opening part entitled "The World" belongs to Miss Bowen's 
major statement about human character. It is tl"ue, however, 
that she denies that plot is a matter of choice; rather, it 
is "what is left after the whittling away of alternatives1 ' 
(CI, p. 249). "Intuition," not 11 intelligence," determines 
what is relevant. Accordingly, the reader cannot logically 
justify the use of particular narrative details; he can only 
4 
say that the ends ~ to justify the means. To argue that 
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Miss Bowen might ha~e chosen other actions, other situations, 
for her story is merely to say that she might-have told a 
different story. But neither can we say that -only ~ plot 
serves ~ end--the position Miss Bowen herself has taken 
when she writes that plot "is not'a matter of choice" but 
something the novelist is "driven to. • • after the whittling 
away of alt~rnatives" (CI, p. 249). It seems wise not to 
accept literally such authorial speculati~ns on the:·pre-
conscious life of a literary work. Henry James once made the 
useful observation that execution was the only point of a 
novel open to critical contention: "We must grant the artist 
his subject, his idea, his donnee: our criticism is applied 
5 
only to what he makes of it." Miss Bowen 1 s systematic 
4A basic assumption in the "Notes" is that form and content, 
technique and theme are inseparable: what the novelist says is 
essentially the way he says it. Hence, the question of "relevance 
to what?" must be referred, according to Miss Bowen, to the 
intuition: "The intelligence, in a subsequent check over, may 
detect, but cannot itself put right, blunders, lapses or false 
starts on the part of intuition" (CI, p. 261). 
5
"The Art of Fiction," reprinted in The Future of the Novel, 
Leon Edel, ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1956), p. 17. 
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selection of episodes in the first nine chapters of The Death 
of the Heart shows what she "makes of" her subject and 
illustrates her theory of the "pointed, intentional, relevant" 
novel. 
The eight chapters in the second section, together 
entitled "The Flesh," show an equal consistency of purpose. 
Applying Miss Bowen's definition of the novel's object as "the 
non-poetic statement of a poetic truth," we discover that the 
use of scene, ~~acter, and incident posits a clear thematic 
design. Portia's sexual awakening is equated with the spring 
season and the sea. But inextricable from these romantic 
associations are the heady fragrance of English gard~ns·on the 
Kentish coast, the languo»~ and sensuousness of warm days, the 
organic smell of the sea in its tides, the youthfu~ animality 
of Portia's new friends. London in retrospect is gray, cold, 
impersonal, beyond the girl's reach; Seale-on-Sea on the other 
hand--in its very ordinariness and vulgar spontaneity-~r~V.rudes 
a compost for her flowering. And so, while Thomas and Anna 
retreat to Capri during March, Portia is packed off to Mrs. 
Heccomb, a widow~ formerly Anna's governess, who lives on a 
less fashionable stretch of the Kent ish coast. The smoke of 
London gives way to salt air, the oppressive atmosphere of 
2 Windsor Terrace to an airy beach-lodge, "Waikiki," which 
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leans creakingly into channel winds and smells perpetually of 
sea-weed. 
Against this physical background is enacted a drama of 
!he Flesh. Mating calls are in the air, some of them human. 
Mrs. Heccomb has little control over her two financially 
independent stepchildren, Daphne and Richard. Moving in a 
fast circle of young people, they orbit from rinks and cafes 
to cinemas and dance halls between "Seale" and "Southstone." 
Dropped unceremoniously into this milieu, Po~tia feels every 
fibre responding as the days grow warmer. She is assailed 
daily by a new set of experiences, many of them ludicrously 
insignificant in themselves but telling in their accumulative 
effect. She is fascinated by the spectacle of Daphne, chained 
to a dull librarianship and furious with unspent energy; and 
of Richard, brusque, manly, outspokenly against women's 
make-up, artful in his aloofness to Clara, learning to play 
at loving. Portia has never liyed in the same house with a 
boy before; thropgh the thin partition between Portia's 
bedroom and the bathroom Richard "made himself felt as a 
powerful organism." 
The household at "Waikiki," the butt of Miss Bowen's 
devastating irony, is faintly ridiculous even to Portia, who 
nevertheless regards it as "the fount of spontaneous living." 
Though her friendship with Eddie has been coldly received by 
Thomas, Anna, and Matchett, she cannot resist showing him 
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off to the lieccombs and their crowd • Invited down from London 
for a few days, Eddie charms the family, mingles easily with 
utter strangers, brings an onrush of proprietary satisfaction 
to the dazzled Portia. She is even flattered by his moments 
of unconcealed boredom with her, for his sincerity is his only 
gesture of intimacy. In the darkness of a movie theater, 
however, she is stung by the sight of Eddie intensely kneading 
Daphne 1 s open hand • But when Daphne boasts of the conquest, 
Portia rises to the occasion by informing her that Eddie 
sometimes feels "matey" for no reason at all. In a delicate 
and moving woodland scene the heartsick girl now all but offers 
herself to Eddie, but her naivete unnerves him; deep inside, 
he is just ~other.~tnnocent who, like her, detests the loveless 
passion of the Annas and the Thomases • On the evening his 
train is to leave, Eddie gets drunk at the Pavilion and sobs. 
He is sensitive enough to know that his own romantic illusions 
are dead and that he is witnessing the slow death of Portia's. 
The last chapter corresponds to that of the first section; and 
again, the entries in Portia's diary only obliquely reflect 
the tumultuous changes in her life. With touching reserve she 
writes, ''Though things have hurt me since I was left behind 
here, I would rather stay with the things here than go back 
to where I do not know what will happen." 
At this point in the action another postulate in the 
"Notes" assumes importance. Miss Bowen asserts that plot 
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must aim at an end which, "having been reached, must seem from 
the start inevitable" (CI, p. 249). ~n the third and last 
section ("The Devil") plot is clearly built around a resolution 
of the debate between Innocence and Experience so far embodied 
in the novel's dramatic conflicts. As the alternative actions 
of each main character are systematically reduced (see 
Characters, below), dramatic and moral arguments alike are 
stalled. In short, both·i~the author and her characters reach a 
logical impasse: plot is truly "a non-poetic statement of a 
poetic truth" (CI, p .. 250). Support for this reading of 
The Death of the Heart lies in the conspicuous role played 
by argumentation both from the lips of the characters and in 
the author's own frequent intrusions. 
How (other than from a need to complete her triad of 
mortality) has Miss Bowen justified the title of the third 
section'? Does she identify the "Devil" with a particular 
trait or individual, or--more broadly--with overtly evil 
forces'l "The World" represented conventions inimical to 
feeling; irThe Flesh," destructive sensuality; but the Devil 
is more elusive. When St. Quentin amazes himself by 
informing on Anna to Portia, he watches her terrified 
reaction to the news that Anna has read her diary, then 
remonstrates with her: "Now I know you keep this boo~, I 
shall always feel involved in some sort of plan. You 
precipitate things. I daresay ••• that what you write is 
quite silly, but all the same, you are taking a liberty. 
You set traps for us. You ruin our .fr,ee will" (Q!!, p. 328). 
Even innocence is a kind of fiendishness. The Innocent and 
the Worldly both sin in their obliviousness of others. 
Portia doesn't even ask St. Quentin why he bas unforgivably 
violated Anna's confidence; and her elders, lacking a spon-
taneous wish for others, fall back on being "more civil and 
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kind than they feel." Wickedness is really a way persons have 
of keeping themselves going in the world. 
Each character in his turn fights at the barricades 
against the formidable innocence of Portia. Finally, con-
fronted by Portia's ultimatum (she has retreated to Major 
Brutt's shabby hotel where she refuses to go back until 
somebody does "the right thing"), Thomas, Anna, and St. 
Quentin agree that nothing has been settled or solved, that 
they can only do the obvious thing--fetch her back. "This 
evening," St. Quentin remarks, "the pure in heart have simply 
got us on toast" (DH, p. 407). 
Thus the plot is directed to the end of exploiting--in 
a succession of small betrayals--the tragedy of the awkward 
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age. Even Matchett's trip across London is treachery of a sort; 
recovered to the Quayne household, Portia is only delivered 
again into the hands of the enemy. Perhaps there is a sug-
gestion of hope in that each knows where the other now 
stands, but the ending is inconclusive. Like her subject, 
the plot peters out. "All-other relevances are_subsidiary to 
the·relevance of the plot--i.e., the relevance to itself that 
the plot demands" (£1, p. 261). 
Characters • Elizabeth-.... Bowen' s maturity has brought with 
it a broader vision. With her artistic commng-of-age, 
clearly promised in The House in Paris, has come a moral 
awareness of the consequences of misguided innocence. Sydney, 
Lois, Janet, and Emmeline--four successive early heroines--
suffer while the rest of the world looks -on, sympathetic but 
unscathed. Only in To The North does the heroine Emmeline's 
absolute innocence stir up another character's remorse or 
cause more than passing discomfiture. But Emmeline, as we 
hav.e seen (Chapter VII), is created in a vacuum; Cecilia and 
Mark, who are intended to set her off with their worldliness--
their will to live as best they can--fail in the necessary 
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contrast. In The House in Paris, Miss Bowen's next novel, 
the "psychological space" given to such supporting characters 
as Ray and Naomi indicates a growing interest in the damage 
Innocence inflicts no less than the damag~ it endures. The 
creation of more fully developed characters in the later 
novels is, therefore~ the result of Miss Bowen's deeper vision 
of the Loss of Innocence. For example, the innocence and 
I 
simplicity of Portia are as absolute as those of Emmeline in 
the earlier novel, but they are now measured against the 
worldliness and complexity of others. In the final analysis, 
Portia's character can best be understood not in isolation but 
by impact on the world. Her watchful, attentive presence 
irritates Anna and Thomas just as her loneliness and craving 
for affection constantly remind them of their own atrophied 
emotions. She is Hwrong" for them because "nine out of t~nn 
things you do with your heart are wrong things," and only 
those with an incapacity to feel can do the "right" things. 
• I ' 
It is inevitable that she should make the Quaynes flee to 
Italy, for they realize, as she does, that "something t~at 
should have been going on had not gone on: something had not 
, 
happened. They had sat round a painted, not a burning fire, 
at which you tried in vain to warm your hands" (DH, p ._ 192). 
As we have previously seen, Miss Bowen insists in the 
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"Notes" (CI, p. 252) on the unpredictability of the characters' 
actions. in the first half of a novel, the inevitability of 
their actions in the second half. As Portia develops, ehe 
reader is constantly surprised by her impulses to action; in 
retrospect, however, they seem to rise inevitably from a 
genuine center of feeling--they are true, honest, generous. 
Inevitably, one feels, her betrayal will follow. When her 
diary has been read and talked about, she runs away first to 
Eddie, who pettishly abandons her, then to Major Brutt, who 
can do nothing but convey her message back. In a seemingly 
accidental manner (her desperate and impulsive retreat to the 
dingy Kandahar Hotel), the author stages the final inevitability: 
Thomas and Anna face the spectacle of their own emotional 
hollowness. Portia's 11alternatives" are steadily reduced until 
her "potentiality" for action is spent. Thus, the completed 
action is marked as the "Notes" insist, by the "exhaustion .. 
of the character (CI. p. 260). 
Eddie, one of Miss Bowen's most fascinating portraits, 
is the all-but- 11flat" character miraculously vibrant with life 
and complexity owing largely to the effect of Portia on his 
case-hardened finish. What she does to. htm is, of course, 
another gauge of the striking-power of innocence. As a 
hanger-on at Windsor Terrace, where he maintains a young man's 
ambiguous relationship to Anna, Eddie is pictured as having 
"gone wrong through dealing with other people in terms he 
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later found were not their own" (DH, p. 81) . Charming, witty, 
neurotic, he has been exploited for his amusement value 
then dropped by an exasperated world. His apparent help-
lessness·is irresistible, even to Portia, who is seven years 
his junion; she senses that his brittle manner, his enter-
taining histrionics, and his mimicry of elders only conceal a 
disappointment with life. And indeed, as he "drowns" in the 
world, he clutches at her as to a kindred, lost soul. But 
though he is as simple and unvarnished in his corruption as 
Portia is in her innocence, he shrinks from her sincerity; 
having read and laughed over her diary with Anna, he is honest 
enough to admit his crime, but not without a protest: 
Well, when I'm with Anna you do seem pretty 
funny. I should think, in fact, I'm certain that 
you'd seem funny to anybody but me. You've got a 
completely lunatic set of values, and a sort of 
unfailing lunatic instinct that makes you pick on 
another lunatic--another person who doesn't know 
where he is. You know I'm a cad, and I know you"re 
not batty. But, my God, we've got to live in the 
world. (!J!!, p~ 370) 
Eddie's prominence in the novel is regulated by his 
"range of alternatives" (CI, p. 252). His contradictory 
nature and his ambiguous relationship to Anna and Portia 
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qualify him for the role of both hero and villain. He appears 
at one moment to have a deep friendship, at another a cold, 
mutually exploitative arrangement with Anna. Her motive for 
getting him'a job in her QUsband's firm is a mixture of sexual 
attraction and distrust; Eddie's show of thanks--flowers, visits, 
vivacious notes--is a mild parody of something he does not 
feel but has always extended to persons with whom he has seemed 
amused or to whom he has seemed amusing. Similarly, his Janus-
faced treatment of Portia shows his enormous potentiality 
. for good or evil in her life. He withers under the stricken 
urgency of her cry, "You are my whole reason to be alive." 
He may b~ a crook he tells her, but not a fake; and so he 
burns with sincerity when he pleads with her never to change. 
11Life," he explains, 11is so much more impossible than you 
think": 
••• Don't you see we're all full of horrible 
power, working against each other however much we may 
love? You agonize me by being so agonized •••• What 
you want is the whole of me--isn't it, isn't it?--and 
the whole of me isn't there for anybody ..•• I've 
been as true to you as I've got it in me to be. 
Don't force me to where untruth starts •••• 
(m;!, p • 280) 
Eddie, moved by Portia's innocence, wants to make love to her, 
but laughs about her with Anna. Standing midway between them, 
he .is too corrupt to endure PQrtia's anguished innocence, too 
idealistic to condone Anna's coldness of heart. Inevitably 
he is alien to them both. 
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As a supporting character Eddie is 1 so far, Miss Bowen's 
fullest, most complex, and most paradoxical creation. Surveying 
his course through the novel, one readily understands the 
author's emphasis on "the:indivisibility of the act from the 
actor, and the inevitability of that act on the part of ~ 
actor" (CI, p. 250). 
Anna vies with Eddie for "psychological space" but she is 
purposely made "dim" and "dark." Her reserve contrasts with 
Eddie's impetuosity: the love affair with Robert Pidgeon (he 
must have been about Eddie's age at the time) had chilled her; 
and now she is pictured, like her exquisite town-house, 
beautifully organized but soulless. Spontaneity has gone 
from marriage and only the "willing deceptions" of love 
remain. She is uncertain, after reading Portia's diary, 
whether the girl is "a snake or a rabbit." One thing is 
certain, however: she picks her St. Quentins and Eddies as 
heartlessly as she chooses wallpaper. Sensitive and 
intelligent, she knows her lacks; the exchanges with thomas 
always reveal her conscious futility. "Everything in her 
life,·~ the author comments, "had taken the same turn--as for 
love, she often puzzled and puzzled, without ever allowing 
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herself to be fully sad, as to what could be wrong with the 
formula. It does not work, she thought •••• There seemed 
to be some way she did not know of by which people managed 
to understand each other" (DH, p. 322). Thinking about Portia, 
Anna muses, "Everything she does to me is unconscious; if it 
were conscious it would not hurt" (mJ., p. 323). In the penul-
timate scene with St. Quentin and Thomas she frankly admits that 
the diary is "good," that it has them: all "taped," and has 
given her "a more disagreeable feeling about being alive. • . " 
(~, p. 399). Anna, like Eddie, is slowly reduced by Miss 
Bowen in her "alternatives." She will never really change: 
Eddie tells fortia he doesn't think she has any passion at all, 
that "she likes to be far more trouble" (DH, p. 367). But one 
of her last speeches is a passionate outcry against her own 
kind. How would she feel, St. Quentin asks her, if~ were 
Portia? 
If I were Portia? Contempt for the pack of us, 
who muddled our own lives, then stopped me from living 
mine • Boredom, oh such boredom, with a sort of 
secret society about nothing, keeping on making little 
signs to each other. Utter lack of desire to know what 
it was about. Wish that someone outside would blow a 
whistle and make the whole thing stop. Wish to have 
my own innings. Contempt for married people, keeping 
on playing up. Contempt for unmarried people, looking 
cautious and touchy. Frantic, frantic desire to be 
handled with feeling, and, at the same time, to be 
let alone. Wish to be asked how I felt, great wish to 
be taken for granted-- •••• 
(!!!, p • 409) 
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But she really does not anticipate a new start; she sees 
herself and Portia as "hardly the same sex. • • • I shall 
always insult her; she will always persecute me11 (DH, p. 410). 
Miss Bowen's concept of character's narrowing range of 
alternatives and its ultimate exhaustion of potentialities 
are also evident in the less prominent figure of Thomas. 
Reproaching himself for his inability to show brotherly 
affection for Portia, he once or twice digs at Anna for her 
own lack of spontaneity. The gesture, of course, is self-
inflicted; and he is sincere in telling Major Brutt that the 
business world is largely "competitiveness and funk" (!?!!, 
p. 118). His marriage to Anna, he realizes, is an impersonal 
carnality; one night after several highballs he tells her, 
"We are minor in everything but our passions" (DH, p. 43). 
Yet Thomas wants to be close to Portia; we see his pathetically 
fatherly advances to her, his ludicrous ineptitude in asking 
about Eddie's behavior toward her. . When the showdown with 
Portia comes, he makes no excuses for the way he and Anna 
live. n I don't say we might not have kept the surface on 
things longer if we had lived in some place where we could 
give her a bicycle," he bitterly informs St. Quentin. "But 
. 
even so, could she keep on bicycling around for ever?" (DR, 
p. 405). It is Thomas who assumes authority at this grim 
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seance by ordering Portia's return--an apparently casual 
, decision arrived at only after much soul-searching. Matchett, 
' 
he announces, will be sent to fetch her. "This is a coup 
or nothing," he remarks. "We don't talk; we do the obvious 
thing" (m!_, p. 410). His closing utterance thus exhausts the 
potentialities of his nature: Miss Bowen has narrowed his 
alternatives to the vanishing point. 
Matchett and St. Quentin, basically "choral" characters, 
are drawn into the action. Gruff, affectionate Matchett is 
devoted to the house, the furniture, and the memory of Thomas's 
ill-fated father. It is she who sits at Portia's bedside, 
patiently answers her questions about the past.;. it is she, 
not Anna, who shows concern about Eddie, is pained when she 
realizes that Portia is growing beyond her reach. Matchett 
sees everything. Of the elder Mrs. Quayne, whose cruel 
nobility prompted her to exile an errant husband, Matchett 
says: "I couldn't care for her; she had no nature." And of 
Anna: "Oh, she has her taste and dearly loves to use it. 
Past that she'll never go" (m!, p. 103). Matchett is the 
one character unmodified by events. Fittingly enough, the 
story closes on the long interior monologue (see "Visu~l 
Angle," below) in which Matchett's expressions of pure feeling, 
however crude, engulf the arid speculations in the Quaynesh 
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dining room. 
St. Quentin, 1,1nlike Matchett, never "materializes." 
As the author's "voice" he remains aloof and bodyless. A 
Jamesian figure, he is depicted as fastidiously aware of all 
the implications of Portia's drama yet defeated by life and 
incapable of action beyond betraying Anna's confidence for a 
worthy end. His brilliance and complexity are static because 
his role demands it; the novel's only "flat" character has been 
made deliberately so. 
Scene. The backgrounds for emotions are chosen with their 
usual meticulous care. Miss Bowen's ability to animate a 
house or landscape and make it illustrative of character gives 
"scene" in The Death of the Heart its most dramatic function 
thus far. Only by rereading the novel can one fully appreciate 
these effects; it is no exaggeration to say that every scenic 
detail contributes to an atmosphere, every atmosphere to a 
thematic conflict. At times the mood of a place reveals the 
state of a character's emotions, at times the author's own 
attitude. 
The use of scene as authorial comment occurs at the 
beginnings of chapters or whole sections. An almost 
imperceptible shift in viewpoint changes the data observed 
from a means of characterization to,primarily, a statement 
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of theme. In this process scenic details direct our attention 
to something beyond themselves. We will not ~abor the point 
if we say that these details have been abstracted; although 
they may be read on the concrete, objective level, that 
meaning is incidental. An example of what we shall term 
Miss Bowen's scenic abstractionism is the first paragraph 
of the novel--a winter scene in Regent's Park: 
That morning's ice, no more than a brittle 
film, had cracked and was now floating in segments. 
These tapped together or, parting, left channels 
of dark water, do~ which swans in slow indignation 
swam. The island stood in frozen woody brown dusk: 
it was not between three and four in the afternoon. 
A sort of breath from the clay, from the city outside 
the park, condensing, made the air unclear; through 
this, the trees round the lake soared frigidly up. 
Bronze cold of January bound the sky and the land-
scape;. the sky was shut to the sun--but the swans, 
the rims of the ice, the pallid withdrawn Regency 
terraces had an unnatural burnish, as though cold 
were light • There is something momentous about the 
height of winter. Steps rang on the bridges, and 
along the black walks. This weather had set in; 
it would freeze harder tonight. (J2!!, p. 3) 
The melancholy of the passage is sustained by a series of 
images suggesting, in turn, coldness, darkness, obscurity, 
icy rigidity, unnaturalness, tension, and foreboding. The 
spectacle has not been refracted through the sensibility of 
a character; the author herself, detached and omniscient, 
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6 
has sounded the major chords of her story. 
But by far the greater number of settings are seen 
through the heroine's eyes. Landscape, seascape, street, 
and interior--all project moments in her imaginative life. 
The house at 2 Windsor Terrace mildly reproaches her return 
from school; its warmth is only thermal, its emptiness a brief 
intermission in her pain: "The breath of raw air that had come 
in with Portia perished in the steady warmth of the hall. • • • 
This was a house without life above-stairs, a house to which 
nobody had returned yet •••• Reassured, she stood warming 
her hands" (m!,, p. 23). A cemetery near Paddington Street, 
where she and Lilian go to exchange schoolgirl confidences, 
reflects their "cozy melancholy," not only in its weeping 
willows and its circular shelter resembling a bandstand but 
also in its gravestl').Res;y, "ranged round the walls like chairs 
before a dance" (DH, p. 60). Miss Paullie' s select day-school, 
located in a windowless, ill-lighted basement, is an almost 
Dickensian picture of educational squalor. And the studied, 
graceful postures suggested by Anna's decor contrast 
6Having set her scene, Miss Bowen introduces the intel-
lectual St. Quentin and the heartless sophisticate Anna, who 
engage in an icy discussion of Portia. For other examples of 
"thematic" setting see the opening paragraphs of the second 
section ("The Fleshu), pp. 157-158; Eddie's room, pp. 364-365; 
the Karachi Hotel, p. 374; and the last London street-scene, 
p. 417. 
dramatically with Portia's daydreams of cheap flats and 
drab Riv.iera hotels, scenes of her early happiness. 
In Part Two ("The Flesh"), scene conveys the unfolding 
of her nature under the influence of spring, the sea, and 
the Heccomb~~ boisterous family life. The sensuousness of 
these descriptions is set against the previous austerity of 
London. Again, an empty lodging house at the beach provides 
a sounding-board for Eddie's rejection of Portia as well as 
for ~er subsequent tears. 
On her return from Kent, which marks the beginning of 
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Part Three ("The Devil"), she enters the "innnaculate emptiness" 
of a house which offers "that ideal mould for living into 
which life seldom pours itself." The servants' spring cleaning 
is done, and windows are open to the April air; "Already, with 
every breath that passed through the house, pollution was 
beginning" (Q!!, p. 302) • The remark can be taken as~~ both 
the author's and Portia's. As the heroine's disillusionment 
deepens, her response to surroundings undergoes a subtle 
change; what ~he had previously apprehended as a reflex is 
now the object of conscious reflection. Leaving Eddie's 
rooming house for the last time, she feels 
• • • the silent tenseness of other people, of all 
those lives of which she had not been conscious, 
behind the shut doors; the exhausted breath of the 
ap~tment house, staled by so many lungs, charged 
with the dust from so many feet, came up the darken-
ing shaft of the stairs ••• 
(Q!!, p. 372) 
Miss Bowen's use of places and objects as counterparts 
of mood has been observed in all her novels. In The Death 
of the Heart, however, she frequently uses a scenic analogy 
to convey a mood, whether the scene is actual or not: 
That betrayal is the end of an inner life, without 
which the everyday becomes threatening or meaningless. 
At the ~ack of the spirit a mysterious landscape, 
whose perspective used to be infinite, suddenly 
perishes: this is like being cut off from the country 
for ever, not even meeting its breath down the city 
street. 
(m!,, p. 391) 
Self-evident as her advice often appears, Miss Bowe~'s 
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comments on scene point unerringly, if unconsciously, to that 
most distinctive quality of her fiction, psychological 
"landscape." The novelist, she has written, must make every 
item in his scenes "contribute to the mood of the 'now,.,; the 
mood that projects or reflects action" (CI, p. 262). In The 
-
Death of the Heart Miss Bowen increasingly uses objects to 
establish "the class, period, and general psychology of the 
characters." Descriptions of the London house, the park, 
Waikiki Lodge, and the sea are effective social satire, "an 
alternative to the narrator's voice" (CI, p. 262). 
Dialogue. The House in Paris contained several passages 
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in which the author sacrificed surface realism in dialogue 
for the sake of other values--specifically, ideas the speaker 
could not himself fully express. This tendency to refine 
and develop speech in excess of the character's own insights 
runs counter to Miss Bowen's advice on "masking" dialogue with 
"falted realistic qualities" (CI, p. 2S5) • But even if certain 
bits of dialogue are over-articulate, the author prepares us 
to accept them. Anna's long conversation with St. Quentin in 
the opening scene, though icily intellectual, is perfectly 
appropriate. Anna i§. an icy person, and she is addressing 
her reflections to one of the literary cognoscenti. Further-
more, St. Quentin.!ts, for her, a psychological outlet; he 
listens "with abstract attentiveness," and she obliges him 
by "travestying herself and her self-pities" (DH, p. 5). 
They are almost co-authors in their detachment. 
In the three-cornered conversation near the story's close, 
verisimilitude is again sacrificed to·'!'the demands of plot." 
Here, dialogue functions primarily as a vehicle for logic 
and only incidentally as a dramatic illusion. Miss Bowen 1 s 
inspiration for this technique is Henry James, to whom this 
7 
novel is indebted in other ways. 
1st. Quentin:: is the modern counterpart of a score of Jamesian 
observers, usually writers or artists, who suspend their detachment 
long eno~~h to right a wrong, however meddlesome their act appears 
to tie. Matchett J.S Mrs. Wix, Thomas and Anna at least suggest the 
pflrents~ in What ~aisie Knew •. Portia suggests not only N~.d~ Uhe::l~fnnoeent..~Niftamtiftdoken~ 1.n The AwkWard Age but--l.n the sense 
of horrfor she creates in the adult minds--the children in The Turn o the Screw. -
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Elsewhere, dialogue wears the mask of "realism" later 
prescribed in the "Notes." The inanities of the Heccomb 
supper table, the frightful strain of intercourse among the 
Quaynes, and the hysterical witticisms of Eddie are high comedy. 
Nevertheless, the pedestrian jollity of Major Brutt's 
utterances cannot conceal the· pathos in his lffe, nor can 
Matchett's homely reassurances alleviate the pain in Portia's 
. 
heart. The grace and urbanity of St. Quentin's observations 
only betray his absolute withdrawal from the emotional life 
of those he so expertly dissects. DialogUe in The Death of the 
Heart shows human qualities "in play." Miss Bowen has listed 
other qualities in her theory: "remarks or turns indicatory 
of class, age, degree of intellectual pretension, id~es re~ues, 
nature and strength of governing fantasy, sexual temperament, 
persecution-sense or acumen. " (£!, p .. 256). We have . . . 
only to turn to Matchett for an example of the first two~ to 
St. Quentin for the third, and to the Quaynes and Heccombs 
for numerous specimens of inherited values • Portia's and 
Eddie's talk continually reveals the illusions controlling 
their actions just as the "smoothness and unity" of Anna's 
conversation, like her inhuman sense of order, form a mere 
crust, a carefully prepared surface. 
Miss Bowen's theory of dialogue understandably reflects 
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the novel closest to it in time. In The Death of the Heart 
she strikes a balance between the "real" and the "stylized"; 
her concern for precise rhythms of speech and for turns of 
phrase characteristic of various levels of society has its 
counterpart in a desire to give dialogue the highest possible 
thematic value • 
Visual Angle. Scene externalizes theme: the description 
of a place, rendered from the author's, not a character's point 
of view, often appears at the head of a chapter. In this 
position, it frequently announces, like a symphonic mottor 
the novel's major themes and conflicts. 
But Miss Bowen's increased willingness to intrude on 
her narrative also takes the form of the "chorus" character, 
specifically the writer St. Quentin and the servant Matchett; 
she calls on them to testify, to "explain things," to surmnarize 
past action, and to convey explicit meanings. The method 
is more subtle than it appears. St. Quentin's commentary 
on innocence is a far cry from the expository speeches of 
the nineteenth-century stage butler; and Matchett's 
extended reminiscences are inseparable from Portia's demand 
"to be told." Each figures prominently in three chapters; 
each is disposed to editorialize--this, over and above the 
author's connnentary in propria persona (see "Moral Angle," below). 
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St e Quentin's first appearance is comment~y with a 
reverse twist, for it is really Anna Who comments, giving 
him, as she would give no one else, a novelistic, pseudo-
objective version of Portia. She sees her predicament as 
grist for the writer's mill. In the important scene in which 
he tells Portia the truth about the diary, he momentarily 
eclipses her· ·in dramatic interest, as Satan outshines 
Milton's angels e Here, speaking for the author and for the 
World, St. Quentin depicts the da~ger of feelings and the 
rashness of taking· them at their face value. What is in his 
books, he tells Portia, never really happened--
It .might have, but never did. And though what is 
felt in them is just possible--in fact, it's much 
more possible, in an unnerving way, than most 
people will ad~it--it's fairly improbable. So, 
you see, it's my game from the start. But I 
should never write what had happened down. 
One's nature is to forget, and one ought to go by 
that. Memory is quite unbearable enough, but 
even so it leaves out quite a lot •••• Thank God, 
except at its one moment there's never any such 
thing as a bare fact •••• (ill!, p. 327) 
Putting a novelist into a novel may imperil its illusion, but 
St. Quentin succeeds in speaking from his own as well as the 
author 1 s point of view. Later, shocked by his own sen ten-
tiousness and self-betrayal before a mere child·';, he realizes 
her inability to understand half -of what he has said. Notice 
how Miss Bowen ingeniously explains her intrusion as a whim 
of the character himself: 
--No, with me there has to be quite a 
brainstorm before I break any rule, before 
speaking the truth. Love, drin,k, anger--something 
crumbles the whole scene: at once one is in a 
fantastic universe. Its unseeml~ness and its 
glory are indescribable, really. One becomes a 
Colossus •••• I still don't know, all the same, .; 
what made that happen just now. It must be 
this close spring weather. It's religious 
weather, I think. 
(DH, p. 332) 
When we again meet St. Quentin, we learn that he has been 
"drawn to the scene of his crime--or, more properly, to its 
moral source11 (m!, p. 392). It is the scene in which Anna 
and Thomas are faced with Portia's ultimatum. St. Quentin's 
intet"polations are Miss Bowen's own final judgment of her 
characters. We can distinguish between the self-dissection 
of the Quaynes, so revealing of their characters, and the 
lordly detachment of St. Quentin, whose impersonal use of 
the first-person plural universalizes the novel's theme: 
"Look where we all three are. Utterly disabused, and yet we 
can't decide anything. This evening the pure in heart have 
simply got us on toast" (DH, p. 407). 
288 
Matchett's lo~g soliloquy in the last chapter emphasizes 
her role as authorial mouthpiece. Unconsciously, she represents 
pure feeling in contrast to the heartless cynicism and 
intellectuality at Windsor Terrace. Anna, Thomas, and St. 
Quentin "know" and "see" everything but can do nothing. 
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Matchett, sitting bolt· upright in a taxi whose driver she does 
not trust, careens-through dingy Kensington ignorant of her 
destination. Yet she is a powerhouse of inarticulate £eeling. 
In her, authorial commentary merges with character in much the 
same way as Joyce's affirmation of life is indistinguishable 
from that of Molly Bloom. 
"Certain characters gain ·in importance and magnetism," 
Miss Bov1en tells us, "by being only ~: this makes them 
more romantic, fatal-seeming, sinister. In fact, no character 
in which these qualities are, for the plot, essential should 
be allowed to enter the seeing class" (CI, p. 257). Seen 
only from the outside, Eddie's consciousness and sensibility 
are all things to all people; only such a Protean nature could 
shuttle between Anna and Portia. 
It is for Portia that the author must "requisition. • • 
memories, sensations, and thought processes" to meet the 
"demands of plot" (CI, p. 257). Most of her· fantasies and 
illusions are objectified in the atmosphere of places (see 
"Scene," above) and in her attempts to understand person's 
motives. The world's folly is intensified when it is seen 
through her eyes; and her very clarity of vision is the book's 
central irony, the irony of an innocence too pure to survive. 
When the dashing Mr. Bursely calls her "a sweet little kid," 
the phrase sets up "disconcerting echoes": 
There was something she did not want to 
look straight at--was this why, since the party 
last night, she had not once thought of Eddie? 
It is frightening to find that the beloved may 
be unwittingly caricatured by someone who does 
not know him at all •••• The shock was that 
she could not, now, remember Eddie's having in 
effect called her anything else. 
(DH, p. 219) 
To Portia, life at Waikiki "seemed to be at its highest 
voltage," one of the more pathetic ironies resulting from 
Miss ~owen's point of view. By delicately recording 
Portia's observations both from th~ character's and the 
author's points of view, Miss Bowen achieves her most 
devastating satire: 
Daphne used nothing stronger than "goodness" 
or "dash": all the vigour one wanted was supplied 
by her manner. In this she was unlike Anna~ who 
at moments of tension let out oaths and obscenities 
with a helpless, delicate air. Where Anna, for 
instance, would call a person a bitch, Daphne 
would call the person an old cat. Daphne's person 
was sexy, her conversation irreproachably chaste •• 
(DH, p. 188) 
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. . 
Authorial omniscience, then, means to Miss Bowen not only 
the "right of entry" but the right to render the entered 
character's thoughts in the author's own terms. Visual angle 
and distance, she tells us, should work toward "the fullest 
possible realization~' of the subject (9.!, p. 257). 
Moral Angle. The novel's inconclusive ending is an 
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unmistakable sign of the author's detachment: it echoes her 
characters' moral dilemma. True, Portia is an object of pity, 
even a tragic figure, for she is a worthy character encompassed 
by the inevitable. Growing up means losing "innocence"; 
accordingly, she is pictured as suffering pain in a succession 
of betrayals • But with each loss of innocence she gains 
experience. Since, paradoxically, Portia's defeat enables her 
to win a moral victory by seizing the initiative and delivering 
an ultimatum, her story is not a "tragedy." Yet, although 
the Enemy suffers fQr its sins against her (St. Quentin tells 
us that she has them all "on toast"), we have no assurance of 
final atonement. All we know is that the worldly are shocked 
by their own inadequacy, their failure to love and be loved. 
St. Quentin complains that Portia lives "in a world of heroes" 
but adds, "Who are we to be so sure· they're as phony as we all 
thin};? If the world's a stage, there must be some big parts" 
(~, p. 407). And though Anna may never really change,she 
is contrite: "Oh, heaven keep Ill(!," she sigbs, "from insulting 
a young person again" (DH, p. 403). 
The open-ended novel is thoroughly consistent, therefore, 
with Miss Bowen's avoidance of a frontal assault on standard 
values, her continuing refusal to render expli~it judgments. 
The Death of the Heart cannot qualify as tragedy; it is, rather, 
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a bitterly ironic social comedy. Moral indignation animates 
the story: it "lights the characters," as the "Notes" express 
the process. At the same time Miss Bowen's "moral angle" is 
"pure of pre-assumptions" (CI, p. 259). When Thomas impeaches 
bourgeois "competitiveness and funk," it is Thomas speaking; 
we cannot evaluate that judgment out of context. Perhaps 
Miss Bowen's artistic aloofness annoys readers of "issue-
fiction." Those critics who interpl;'et the complacency, 
resignation, and futility at 2 Windsor Terrace as an indictment 
of a whole class seem, indeed, to have found in Portia's 
8 
drama a residue of "pre-assumptions." But if the Quaynes 
are pilloried, what about the Heccombs? Assertiveness, 
vulgarf~y, mediocrity--these qualities, which dazzle Portia's 
inexperienced eye, are the butt- ·of Miss Bowen's corrosively 
witty and ironic satire on a class far removed from the Quayne$~ 
circle. Miss'Bowen plays no favorites, singles out no culprits; 
like Jane Austen, with whom she is often compared, she points 
to folly and cruelty wherever she finds it. A social gulf 
separates Anna from Daphne, but ultimately the author is 
tolerant·of their class characteristicso Miss Bowen's freedom 
8English, not American, reviewers saw in the novel a 
veiled attack on Britain's pre-war "upper-middle" class. 
See reviews of The Death of the Heart in Spectator, October 7, 
1938~ p. 578; News Statesman and Nation, October 8, 1938, p. 534. 
from "pre-assumptions" shows in her refusal to invalidate 
the novel for all readers outside "a given circle" (CI, 
p. 258) • Daphne apologizes to Portia at breakfast for 
making such a )lOise in the bathtub, but adds, archly, "I 
daresay your sister-in-law has Buckingham Palace plumbing?" 
The author's comment shows a cool disinterestedness: 
She was not, as far as that went, a jealous 
girl, and she had a grudging regard for the 
upper classes--had she been more in London, she 
would have been in the front rank of those womanly 
crowds who besiege druggets under awnings up steps. 
She would have been one of those onlooking girls 
Who poke the large unenvious faces across the flying 
tip of the notable bride's veil, or Who without 
resentment whiff other people's gardenias outside 
the Opera. Contented wry decent girls like Daphne 
are the old order's principal stay. She delighted 
to honor what she was perfectly happy not to have. 
(Q!!, p. 185)" 
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~ere, then, is Miss Bowen's treatment of a subject Which might, 
in other hands, become tendentiou~ or even explosive. Eddie 
is the counterpart of the disgruntled Daphne on a more 
cultured level; in his words, below, we can read an implicit 
·revolt against things ~s they are. Admittedly, he speaks for 
an instant with the author's own voice, but it is a voice at 
once beautiful, wise, and truthful. It is too patrician, 
too sensitive and refined to be denunciatory. Eddie addresses 
Portia, who is weeping silently in his arms: 
I can't live up to those things. I am not 
really fit to have things happen, darling. For you 
and me there ought to be a new world • Why should we 
be at the start of our two lives when everything 
around us is losing its virtue? How can we grow 
up when there's nothing left to inherit, when what 
we must feed on is so stale and corrupt? No, don't 
look up:, just stay buried in me. (PJ!, p. 362) 
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Instances in which Miss Bowen reflects aloud are, though 
necessarily intrusions on the narrative, muted, doleful 
accompaniments to Portia's tragedy. Too individual in style 
and in quality of vision to be described as proverbial, these 
passages blend poetic sensitivity with arresting moral insight. 
A tone of calm resignation is predominant, but Miss Bowen 
shifts her emotional intensity to fit the drama. Portia's 
mind moves from her dead mother to Eddie, who represents 
another side of herself leagued against a baffling world: 
• • • It might be said that, for the first 
time since Irene's death, she felt herself in the 
presence of someone ordinary. 
Innocence so constantly finds itself in a false 
position that inwardly innocent people learn to be 
disingenuous. Finding no language in which to speak in 
their own terms, they resign themselves to being 
translated imperfectly. They exist alone; when they 
try to enter into relations they compromise falsifyingly--
through anxiety, through desire to imp~t and to feel 
warmth. The system of our affections is too corrupt 
for them. They are bound'to blunder, then to be told 
they cheat •••• 
(DH, p. 133) 
One can scarcely conceive of a more detached moral and visual 
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angle. It is the position from which Miss Bowen periodically 
views her s~ory. The incisive clarity of LaRochefoucauld, 
attenuated by almost Proustian imagery and rhythms, gives 
these passages in The Death of the Heart a delightful sententious-
ness hard to explain and sets them apart from anything else the 
author has attempted in fiction: 
Everything be~ame threatened. 
There are moments when it becomes frightening 
to realise that you are not, in fact, alone in the 
world--or at least, alone in the world with one other 
person. The telephone ringing when you are in a 
'daydream becomes a cruel attacking voice • That 
general tender kindness tow.ards the world, especially 
kindness-of a young person, comes from a pitying sense 
of the world's unreality. The happy passive nature, 
locked up with itself like a mirror 1n an airy room, 
reflects what goes on but demands not to be approached. 
A pact with life, a pact of immunity, appears to exist. 
Love only remains as a widened susceptibility: it is 
felt at the price of feeling all human dangers and 
pains. The lOV.er becomes the sentient figurehead of 
the whole human ship, thrust forward by the weight of 
th~ race behind him through pitiless elements. Pity 
the selfishness of-lovers: it is brief, a forlorn hope; 
it is impossible. 
(Q!!, p. 220) 
The unity of these reflections, scattered through the 
novel, is impressive; Miss Bowen holds herself strictly 
accountable to her theme of disabused innocence. The moral 
"angi.he" assumed in her sixth novel serves to remind us that 
the author is still detached, still concerned with the general 
human condition. 
. . 
Advance. Lack of steady forward movement is a conspicuous 
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.flaw in The Hotel; as against its brilliant scenes, the main 
action--Sydney Warren's love affair--is fuzzy and ineffective. 
In the seeond novel, The Last September, a more "magnetic" 
heroine gives an illusion of movement to a static plot by 
the sheer energy of her subjective life; immersed in the 
perceptions, sense impressions, and desires of Lois Farquhar, 
the reader d.s "in the presence of someone he is in love with" 
(CI, p. 253). Furthermore, the background activity of Ireland's 
"Troubles" is a periodic reminder of time's steady advance. 
Unfortunately, however, the novel's main characters fail to 
expend "potentiality": Lois, Hugo, and Marda contribute 
almost nothing to the action simply because they neither change 
nor develop. Not until she writes The House in Paris does 
Miss Bowen succeed in advancing her story in terms of a 
dramatic change in character (the Karen Michaelis of the two 
sections, "Past" and "Present"). 
The author's success with Karen, however, merely 
emphasizes the superiority of Portia Quayne as a means of 
advancing narrative. Portia's loss of innocence is fore-
shadowed at Windsor Terrace, initiated at Waikiki Lodge, and 
completed at the Karachi Hotel, where she delivers an 
ultimatum to her elders. For the first time, Miss Bowen's 
her!)ine "promotes, by showing, the advance of plot" (CI, p. 260). 
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The death of Portia's heart, under way before the story opens, 
is charted in every contact with Thomas and Anna; at various 
stages in her demoralization she begins to see the meaning of 
events she had once merely felt. At the Heccombs' she can 
look back at Thomas and Anna and think, "Something that should 
have been going on had not gone on: something had not happened" 
(DH, p. 192). Such reflections, planted casually in the 
narrative, reveal the first assaults of cynicism on her mind; 
at the same time they move the story inexorably forward. 
Portia's love for Eddie, which begins with delight in finding 
a kindred soul--a fellow conspirator against the tyranny of 
adulthood--changes to puzzlement~ to self-analysis, and finally, 
to despair. Betrayed by Eddie as well as Anna, Portia recovers 
her posture before the world at that point When she has learned 
the meaning of compromise, the value of resignation. Clearly, 
the gradual evolution of a practiced worldliness in the heart 
of a sixteen-year-old girl is the author's chief means of 
"advance • " 
Moreover, Portia's development reflects on all the other 
characters. In a way, she provides a moral balance for the 
story. Anna at last sees to her horror what she has done. 
Thomas in a fit of conscience moves efficiently to get Portia 
back. Eddie, too Protean to be anything for long, nevertheless 
reveals in his impassioned scenes with Portia, a hatred of 
everything that has made her suffer. Cold and bright, he is 
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a mirror for her heart. Even Matchett, that stolid, indestruc-
tible symbol pf loyalty, reflects liy. her annoyance the change 
in Portia after meeting Eddie; but Matchett recoups her 
usefulness in the final scene. Change, therefore, is 
implicit in every action; for the first time the author 
focuses St1eadily on "the effects. • . from act to act. . . of 
the~passage of time: (£1, p. 260). 
For time, Miss Bowen is well aware, can help or hinder 
narrative movement. When the novelist is in danger of losing 
the threat of action in the maze of his character's emotions, 
he should make certain that "a clock should be heard impassively 
ticking away at the same speed" (CI, p. 260). In short, time 
as a static condition must be offset by time as flux. 
Chapter II illustrates this strategy of "pacing" the 
characters' falsified emotional time by actual time. The 
episode consists of a minimum of overt physical acts; "action" 
is reduced to Portia's reaction to the silence of the house 
and her emotional dependence on Matchett. There is consider-
able expository material on the rooms themselves--the organiza-
tion of the household, domestic preparation for the tea-hour. 
Anna and St. Quentin, having returned, confront Portia in the 
drawingroom, where St. Quentin witnesses Anna's strained 
attempts to be natural, Portia's psychic awareness that her 
presence is a burden. At Anna's suggestion, Portia goes 
down to see Thomas in the study. There, having realized 
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that she is in Thomas's way as well~ she falls into reverie, 
recalling her mother's last days, in Switzerland • Anna 
enters the study after having seen St. Quentin to the front 
door. Thomas, tired from a hard day at the office, futilely 
craves his wife's attentions • When Portia leaves them, 
apparently in tears over memories of Switzerland, Thomas and 
Anna wonder what had made her cry. They will take her to see 
the Marx Brothers after dinner. 
In Miss Bowen's hands such "action" consists in delays, 
suspensions, and indirections. Mood and atmosphere replace 
decisive physical movement. The effect is dangerously action-
less; yet the author has succeeded in creating an impression 
of events eve~ly spaced out over the half-hour the episode 
lasts. We pever forget the "clock face" for long. Portia 
is shown at the outset entering a hall which is "a well of 
dusk" (DH, p. 23). It is her moment of entranced enjoyment 
of the house in its deserted state--a house "before tea time" 
(DH, p. 23). Meeting Matchett, Portia can hardly perceive 
her in the dusk. Seconds before, no lights had been on; but 
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now Matchett switches on Anna's cut-glass lamp: "She and 
Matchett blinked; there followed one of those pauses in which 
animals, face to face, appear to communicate" (DH, p. 24). 
On the very next page, we learn that "it was five to four." 
This is repeated on the page that follows: the intervening 
passage examines the life of the s~rvants above and below 
"stairs." Matchett now informs Portia that "Mr. Miller" 
and Anna will be in at half-past four •. Portia's disappoint-
ment at this news is at least partly explained by Matchett's 
discreet reminders that the girl is not to leave exercise 
books lying about. Matchett also reports a conversation she 
has had with Anna on the condition of Portia's room. The 
circumstances reveal Anna's heartlessness, her total 
incapacity for children, her obsession with tidiness at the 
expense of all life and spontaneity. "Phyllis was darting 
about in her saucy new cap, getting ready the tray for 
drawingroom tea" (DH, p. 28). Anna is now pictured in the 
drawingroom with St. Quentin. While Portia has left for a 
moment to hang up Anna's things, Anna is pictured rapping 
on the marble mantelpiece with her fingernails: even time 
spent with Portia at tea is a trial for her. 
Shortly thereafter we are aware that night has fallen, 
for now Anna moves about the room switching on all the lamps. 
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The silent ritual of tea is broken by a ringing telephone. 
Broken, too, is the mounting tension between Anna and Portia, 
Anna and St. Quentin, as well as the almost vibrant sense 
of incompatibility shared by St. Quentin and this grave, 
sensitive young girl. The call is from someone whose manner 
and message Anna finds repugnant. St. Quentin offers to leave 
at a quarter past six. Cryptic remarks between Anna and St. 
Quentin follow after the call is over. Anna now directs some 
remarks to Portia, who apologizes for the dusty condition 
of her toy woo~en bears upstairs. Anna's pretended disinterest 
fails to conceal annoyance with all forms of clutter. A 
piercing buzz, this time from the room-to-room telephone, 
momentarily ends Portia's minor agony at Anna's expense. 
Thomas is home; impatient to see his wife, he seems nettled 
by St. Quentin's looming presence at this hour. Anna now 
suggests that Portia keep Thomas company until she comes; 
actually she wants privacy long enough to discuss Portia 
further, and perhaps to rouse Thomas to jealousy. 
In the study, Portia's baffling exchange of commonplaces 
with Thomas is punctuated by his request for the cigarette box, 
his discovery that he has finished another drink, and finally, 
his peevish recourse once more to the house telephone. When 
is St. Quentin leaving? Portia's recollections of that sad 
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June in Switzerland end abruptly with the whir of Thomas's 
study clock as it strikes six. Shortly thereafter, they 
both hear Anna outside in the hall saying goodbye to St. 
Quentin. Thomas remains seated as Anna finally enters the 
study. "He seemed to wait until he counted three, then he 
looked at her over the Ev.ening Standard11 (DH, p. 41) • Anna, 
again suggests that Portia leave, adding diplomatically that 
they all might go to a movie later on. But Portia is by now 
in tears. Her pathetic exit leaves Thomas and Anna each on 
the defensive, certain the other is to blame. nThe way we 
live is hopeless," Thomas remarks (DH, p. 43). 
In The Death of the Heart Miss Bowen has finally recon-
ciled her technique of impressionism with the need for a 
sustained continuity. Portia is not predominantly a creature 
of moods but the subject of a continuous process. For the 
first time a heroine in one of Miss Bowen's novels is shown 
in an evolving dynamic of change. Necessary omissions in 
the action are accounted for by their palpable consequences; 
in no previous novel has the author been at such pains to 
show the "succeedingnessn of events. She has made "the novel-
ist's consciousness of the subjective, arbitrary, and emotional 
nature of the falsification [of time] evident to the reader" by 
spacing out events along an actual time-scale (CI, p. 260). 
Finally, she has been extraordinarily thorough in 
promoting advance through the fresh presentation of scene. 
The intellectual logic of her theme, as we have seen, has 
its counterpart in three major divisions of the story 
("The World," "The Flesh," and "The Devil") each of which 
is associated with its own distinctive scene. Each scene, 
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in turn, is made fresh and striking from chapter to chapter 
within its division. "The same scene, 11 Miss Bowen will later 
observe, 11can, by means of a series of presentations, each 
having freshness, be made to ripen, mature, to actually 
advance" (CI, p. 260). Thus, tlu~ creator of fictional moods 
and "atmosphere~" has finally mastered the art of advancing 
her narrative, and sustaining that advance, through her 
longes·t, most philosophically discursive novel e 
CHAPTER X 
THE HEAT OF THE DAY 
Eleven years and a second world war divide The Death of 
1 
the Heart from The Heat of the Day, a novel in which Miss 
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Bowen departs from her usual theme of Innocence and Experience 
to recount a story of two lovers in their forties, caught up 
in the uncertainty and terror of Nazi-besieged London. A 
refined technique and a ripened wisdom are apparent in this 
new work; in style, in structure, and in vision it is clearly 
an advance. Yet it is unquestionab~y "~Jf a piece" with its 
predecessors in its adherence to those artistic principles we 
have so far traced. 
Among Miss Bowen's innovations is an atmosphere of 
hallucinated sensibility rising directly out of war--its 
regimentation, its depersonalization, its threat to private 
feelings. The characters in The Heat of the Day actually have 
a new "feel." Deprived of their peacetime identities, they 
1New York: Alfred Knopf, 1949; hereinafter abbreviated 
as HD. The uniform collected edition is published by Jonathan 
Cap;-(London, 1954). 
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turn to delusions, obsessions, and fantasies. In the midst 
of general death--the death of persons, objects, patterns, and 
values--they survive as best they can. 
The basic shift in sensibility may be traced, of course, 
to this novel's radically different setting. At first glance, 
the function of scene in The Heat of the Day recalls the role 
played by the Irish Revolution in The Last September, that 
idyllic tale of a girl's love affair. In both, the gritty 
stuff of history is assimilated into a personal drama. We 
have observed that in The Last September the author wrote with 
an almost hermetic nostalgia of an Anglo•Irish way of life 
threatened by the "Troubles." Characterli.stically, the real 
crisis in her story took place in the heart of Lo~s Farquhar. 
Twenty years later, still appearing to ignore public questions, 
Miss Bowen concentrates on inner experiences. 
Still, an important change is noticeable. In this latest 
story she has not so much closed war out as transformed it. 
The Irish scenes which, as in earlier works, offer calm in the 
midst of emotional turbulence, bear directly on the psychology 
of war; they explain the characters' hunger for stability and 
their proprietary instincts--their desperate clutching at the 
roots of ordinary living in the midst of total displacement 
and dispossession. The London of The Heat of the Day is not 
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the London of The Death of the Heart. It is no longer the 
Regency facades standing for an ordered, if heartless, way of 
life. Rather, London means gutted blocks, Stygian blackouts, 
and a hallucinatory chaos no les~ moral than physical. 
Plot is the third innovation with which we must credit 
this novel. While writing The Heat of the Day, Miss Bowen 
brought out a collection of short stories,in the preface to 
which she wrote: "These are all wartime, none of them war., 
stories. I see war (or should I say feel war?) more as a 
territory than as a page of history: of its impersonal active 
. 2 
historic side I have, I find, not written." The remark 
applies with slight qualifications to The Heat of the D~ as 
well. In its concern with emotional and psychological states 
this novel suggests Henry James, but its evocations of mood 
suggest Virginia Woolf. Most surprising, however, is the 
plot which, in its sharp lighting, its latent violence, its 
unpredictable climaxes, resembles the philosophical melodramas 
of Graham Greene. In three different sections of the "Notes" 
Miss Bowen refers to the detective story as a worthy model 
for all novelists. She admires its rationality, its tautness 
2Ivy Gripped the Steps (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1948), 
pre£., viii. 
and its mystification. But most of all, she finds that it 
has significant form. "Shape is. • • the important thing," 
3 
she will later write. The shape Miss Bowen imposes on the 
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chaos of war and the direction she gives to its futility make 
this her best-constructed novel. While it is in progress, she 
will remark, "I want my novel to be comprehensive. But a novel 
must have form; and for the form's sake, one is always having 
4 
to make relentless exclusions." In the sections that follow 
we shall examine details of plot, character, and scene as 
they illustrate the author's doctrine of relevance. 
~· The novel's central action, it is true, deals 
with the gradual exposure of a traitor; but is treason Miss 
Bowen's main subject? Actually, treason is made incidental; 
emphasis is placed, not on obvious and tangible events, but 
on a state of "lucid abnormality" that accompanies wartime 
stress. The point is important, for in deciding what to 
reject from and what to keep in the plot, Miss Bowen avoids 
two extremes--a tract-like analysis of treason on one hand, 
3Why Do I Write?--An Exchange of Letters between Elizabeth 
Bowen, Graham Greene, and V. s. Pritchett (London: Percival 
Marshall, 1951), p. 24. 
4Ivy Gripped the Steps,,pref., viii. 
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' 
and a pastiche of wartime moods and atmospheres on the other. 
In 1949, however, some critics pointed out the author's failure 
5 
to amplify Robert Kelway's motives. Today, her restraint in 
this matter seems completely vindicated, for she has· shifted 
the story's emphasis from treason to sensibility--from the 
topical to the personal--without loss of intensity or of 
6 
continuity. In short, she has refused to sacrifice a poetic 
vision of her material to merely topical interests. Before we 
can judge her "poetic fibjective," however, we shall examine the 
' 
novel's complex structure and attempt to deduce, its total 
poetic effect from its parts. In the analysis below, we shall 
demonstrate that the main action--the "detective story," with 
its theme of treason--has actually been subordinated to the 
5 . 
See especially "The Climate of Treason" (anon. rev.), 
Times Literary Supplement, March 5, 1949, 152; also Walter Allen, 
[rev. of The Heat of the Day}, New Statesman and Nation, Feb. 26, 
1949, p. 208. 
6
only a very few critics disagreed, but one was most un-
sympathetic: "It is not merely that the stories [Ivy Gripped the 
Steps, published in England four years earlier]' stole the novel's 
thunder; the shorter pieces prove to have been the more appro-
priate vehicle for Miss Bowen's purpose •••• She is constrained 
to make a book out of innuendo, gesture, coy hints, and runs of 
sensitivity, which amounts much of the time to making a book 
out of what isn't there." (John Farrelly, New Republic, 
Feb. 28, 1949, p. 24). 
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atmosphere and mood in which :it is submerged • 
The opening chapter conveys the mystification, tension, 
and ominousness of war. It is eight o'clock of a September 
evening in Regent's park, London. Harrison, later identified 
as a government investigator, is killing tfme at a band 
concert before he goes to the apartment of Stella Rodney; 
more than once she has repulsed him, but tonight he btings 
her an urgent m~ssage. Among the undistinguished audience on 
the park benches is Louie Louis, a bumptious girl who works in 
a war factory while her husband is stationed in India. She is 
verbally incontinent and artless, and Harrison is annoyed by her 
frequent interruptions of the music. Both characters suggest 
the general uprootedness of wartime society; but while Harrison 
has achieved some identity as an under-cover agent, Louie 
pathetically attaches herself to whatever makeshifts, decep-
tions, intimacies, or ideologies appear in her broken world. 
Chapter II: Harrison tells the attractive divorcee 
Stella that her lover Robert Kelway is giving information to 
the enemy. Harrison is, or pretends to be, a secret agent. 
Is he blackmailing her into submitting to his advances? Cold, 
enigmatic, obsessed, he is almost pathetic in his determination 
to win her by fair means. His impulses are not entirely 
sexual; actually ~e admires in her the things he lacks--her 
"luxury" flat and the traces of manor-house gentility in her 
nature. Stella charges him with attempting, for amorous 
reasons, to make use of official secrets at a ctucial.moment 
in the nation's security. She threatens to report him, but 
with disconcerting geniality he explains that the case 
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against her lover would still be on the books. She cannot 
check on him, he reminds her, "without bringing down the roof." 
When Stella says that she could never love him, he answers 
that h~ never has been loved: "The thing would be, we'd get to 
know each other." A telephone call from her son Roderick, 
now in the army, ends their conversation. 
Chapter III: Stella and Roderick have tea together in the 
apartment. He is war-weary, sprawls on the sofa after a bath, 
and talks to her about his recent inheritance from the deceased 
brother of Stella"s divorced husband. Drafted into a seemingly 
endless war, Roderick lives for the day when he can assume 
proprietorship of Mount Morris, a three-hundred-acre estate in 
South Ireland. Boyish, conscientious, charming, Roderick is 
devoted to his young mother, diplomatic in his attitude toward 
her affair with Robert. The relation of mother and son, who 
are both stripped of the familiar properties of the peacetime 
life they once shared, is sensitively rendered. Stella realizes 
that her unmarried state deprives her son of a basic demand for 
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the ordinary in life. 
Chapter IV: Stella had first met Harrison four months 
ago at Cousin Morris 1 s funeral in Ireland. The circumstances 
of his death, his wife's chronic mental disturbance, and his 
resolve to will his property to Roderick for lack of a son are 
incidental to the account of Stella's strained relations with 
the family of her divorced husband, her peculiar role now in 
standing proxy for Roderick, heir to the Morris estatee At the 
funeral Harrison worms himself into her good graces. That, we 
learn, was the first step in hi,s present sinister strategy. 
Chapter V: The war, we are told in a flashback, brought 
Stella and Robert together. Into the intimate and loose little 
"society of the garrison" they had both gravitated. How much 
of their love was the time, how much themselves? In the two 
years following 1940 they had grown into living together in 
every way except for sharing the same roof. Afloat on "this 
tideless, hypnotic, futureless day-to-day," their love had 
never been tested until the Sunday when Harrison had paid his 
evening call. Now Stella tries to steel herself for the moment 
when she must ask Robert the excruciating question. But she 
temporizese Realizing how litt~e each really knows of one 
another's past, she expressss a desire to meet Robert's family. 
Chap1=er VI: "Holme Dene" is the Kelway family place, where 
312 
Robert and h:is sisters have grown up under the influence of 
a strong ... minded mother, an "emasculated" father. Stella, 
herself a member of the recently dispossessed gentry, cannily 
observes the Kelways' generation-long lust to seal their 
unliveable hous~ at a profit--a house that, from the moment it 
was bought, had been up for sale. Robert she realizes, is the 
product of a loveless marriage, deep family insecurity, and a 
stifled boyhood; he still harbors a resentment of the past. 
In addition to its immediate dramatic function in uncovering 
for Stella the influences on Robert's boyhood, the chapter is 
an amusing satire on the British home front. Among other 
secondary characters are Robert's mother, an implacable 
matriarch; his masculine sister Ernestine with her nervous, 
unpredictable guffaws; and the uninteresting children of another 
sister, stuck in India for the duration. 
Chapter VII: Returning from "Holme Dene," Stella finds 
Harrison lurking in her apartment ·doorway. She sees that she 
must tolerate him until she knows more. He has guessed the 
reason for her trip; she went, he tells her, to look "at the 
first place where rot could start." She feels now as though 
she, too, were spying. In a cat-and-mouse scene she learns 
that Robert's case will not "cool off," that his telephone 
is probably tapped, and that it is futile to tell Harrison to 
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get out. Yet she blazes w~h resentment at hiS dogging her 
every step. His interest in her, she tells him, is repugnant, 
''inhuman.'' 
Chapter VIII: The private life of Louie Lewis, plain 
citizen, borderline moron, and bastion of English muddlement. 
She and her roommate Connie, an A.R.P. warden, are suckled on 
n~spaper propaganda; their discussions on international 
politics are models of garbled information and picturesque 
bigotry. These are the little people Who, quite miraculously, 
fight on the right side. Poor Louie, who has a big heart and 
round heels, tires at times of looking at Tom's photograph, 
which stares emptily, unpromisingly down from the mantelpiece. 
Here, at the approximate midpoint of the story, we should 
consider the relationship between literal plot, i.e., the 
central action involving treason, and "plot" in Miss Bowen's 
theoretical sense, i .. e., "poetic objective." Assuming that 
The Heat of the Day is neither a detective thriller nor a 
psychological novel of a war criminal, how shall we classify 
it? Risking over-simplification, we might describe it as an 
atmospheric love story to which "mystification" and the "display 
of ingenuity" (CI, p .. 249) are accessories. Superficially, 
the main·action better suits, as we have said, the methods of 
Graham Greene. But Miss Bowen knows her "destination:" her 
314 
artistic concern is neither with war nor the morality of the 
traitor but with the nature of the failure of love. In order 
to subordinate everything to this "poetic truth," she has 
adopted two important measures.. She has, first of all, 
limited melodramatic elements in the story by means of dilution 
and purposeful omission. She wastes little time on the "where-
fores." We are not told, even at the end, how Robert is 
betraying his country or even, very clearly, why--or how 
Harrison hoped to protect a proven traitor.. Miss Bowen's 
insistence in the "Notes" upon the "sheer circuni.stantiality" 
of the plot must now yield to the more pressing demands of 
poetic sensibility. The story's center will be shifted from 
the mere detective-story logic of Harrison's pursuit to the 
effect of that pursuit on sensibility .. 
The author's second stratagem is to widen her focus to 
include scenes and episodes that reveal the actual "climate" 
of civilian life, especially for the two lovers .. To write 
regarding Robert and Stella that "their time sat in their 
third place at their table" is to acknowledge this necessity. 
The war's relation to the novel, Miss Bowen has since 
remarked, is like a painting "of one of those Dutch interiors 
where, although there are central figures, the character ~f 
the whole picture comes as much from the background as from 
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7 
the figures themselvese" The statement suggests another in 
Which she denies the importance of character for its own 
sake and insists that its value lies only in its contribu-
tion to the "plot," a term synonymous with "the character of 
the whole picture," quoted above. 
We may tentatively conclude, therefore, that Miss Bowen 
has consented in the plot of The Heat of the Day to more than 
a touch of mystification--actually to moments of terror--but 
that these are eclipsed by other moods which together consti-
tute the center of interest. We shall trace the story to it~ 
denouement, noting further evidence of the plot's real 
"destinatione" 
In the next chapter Stella, much against the wishes of 
Robert (who cannot understand why she should encourage her 
son to strengthen his ties with the past,), decides to make 
a business trip to Mount MOrris. Details of Roderick's 
inheritance have )lllO.tt.been settled, nor can he now get leave 
to attend to them. Actually, Stella needs time away from 
London and Robert to_reflect, and to reach some decision. 
The Irish landscape and the routine of country life transport 
7 Quoted from an anonymous interview with the author in 
Saturday Review of Literature, Feb. 19, '1949, p. 9. 
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her into a timeless peace. (Contrast the Louie-Connie 
episodes, which.bring the reader to the very brink of 
civilian wartime exhaustion.) The simplicity of the Irish 
caretaker's existence, the dreamy concepts of war shared by 
his wife and two daughters--these shock Stella into a sense 
of her own life's complexity. She dreads the question she 
must ask Robert. (An increasing complexity of style reflects 
the turmoil of her thoughts.) The caretaker identifies one of 
his dead master's late visitors so accurately thato Stella 
concludes 1 it could only have been Harrison. Then Harrison 
was not lying? Andi~obert? If he has concealed his real work 
to the War Office and to Stella all these months, is he not too 
good an actor to be a sincere lover? Conscious of a monstrous 
I 
irony, she watches these Irish faces brim with satisfaction 
at the news oi Montgomery's breakthrough in Egypt. 
Chapter X: Back again in London, she confronts Robert. 
He denies everything, seems flabbergasted at her lack of 
confidence in him, and wonders that she should have lived so 
long with the suspicion. When he suddenly asks her to marry 
him, she is both puzzled and hurt by his precipitation. 
Chapter XI: Roderick goes to Ireland to visit Cousin 
Morris's surviving wife, Nettie, a mental patient at 
Wistaria Lodge. He feels some responsibility for her future 
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welfare; she responds to his generous impulse by inadvertently 
revealing a fact in his mother's past. It was Stella, not 
Roderick's father, Who had initiated divorce proceedings. His 
father had, run off with a woman several years his senior. But 
Stella's husband's family had blamed her from the start. 
Feeling deep guilt over her failure to make a success of her 
marriage, she had never tried to quash the rumor that her 
husband had divorced her. Roderick begins to see his mother 
in a new light. 
Chapter XII: In a restaurant dinner-conversation with 
Harr.ison, Stella exPlains Victor's walking out on her by saying 
that she hadn!;t known what love was. She is still haunted by 
the ·memory that she "bored" him; the divorce had "knocked the 
wind out of her sails." But Harrison tries to console her with 
the thought that, for her son Roderick's sake, all is for the 
best: "I£ the boy had had more illusions, you might have had 
more trouble." And Stella sees that the reason Roderick can 
now take her life with Robert so calmly is that he has always 
considered her "capable de tout .. " When Louie, recognizing 
Harrison from the band concert, introduces herself to Stella, 
two strands of the plot are joined. Her pathetic ingenuousness 
is a sounding board for the distracted Stella's doomed comments 
on life. Inexorably Harrison is closing in on Robert, and 
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Stella must come to terms. With infinite sadness she says to 
Louie: "You must congratulate me before I go. I've good news, 
I thinke • • • A friend is out of danger" (!!Q, p. 232). 
Chapter XIII: The inarticulate Louie, undressing for bed, 
tries to explain to her roommate Connie the partial glimpse she 
had had of the emotional crisis in a beautiful and refined 
woman's life. Her account, which mis·ses or distorts almost 
everything, is a telling piece of narrative irony. Stella 
and Louie--worlds~~apart--are both lost souls. Stella, thr.0ugh 
inexperience and youth, has failed in marriage. Time has given 
her the advantage over these opponents, but inexperience and 
pain persist in the world. The ignorant, incommunicative 
Louie, at sea over her husband's absence but only half aware 
of the meaning of love, is the foil for Stella's sensitivity 
and acumen. 
Chapter XIVY In a bitterly comic scene at "Holme Dene, 11 
Robert, called up from London by his family, presides over a 
joint decision on whether or not to sell the house, on sale~ ' 
now1 for an entire generation. Social comedy obliquely conveys 
the catastrophes in Robert's boyhopd as possible motives for 
treasone Yet vagueness is essentially a part of his person-
ality; he is a "closed" character. 
Chapter XV: Confronted by Stella for the second time, 
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Robert admits the truth. He tells her he believes that only 
the annihilation of the old ways of life can bring any true 
freedom and order; in a brief, agonized conversation they 
speculate whether Robert is being watched from the street 
below. ·Robert's arguments have not convinced her; she tells 
him that he has lost a sense of reality. But he has no 
illusions about the effect of the truth on their love: "There 
may be a thing that's too much to go on knowing--too much to 
live with, to love in the face of, under the everlasting weight 
of." He begs her to learn to remember what never happened, "to 
live most in the one hour we never had" (HD, p. 278). Limping 
from a stiff knee (he has survived Dunkirk), he makes his way 
precariously to the roof. 
Chapter XVI: The Allied landings in North Africa have 
drowned out the news reports of Robert's death--whether from a 
fall or leap the papers do not say. Louie goes in search of 
Stella's apartment, dimly sensing that the glamorous woman's 
crisis is now past • She paces to and fro not far from where 
they had recently said goodnight; then she has an inexplicable 
spasm of fright and hurries away. An hour later Stella emerges 
from her apartment and goes to meet her ,son for a walk through 
a quiet wood on the outskirts of London. Her grief is still 
unformulated, but she realizes that it is slowly gathering 
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force. On Roderick's suffering face she perceives the emotion 
of "knowing in whole the sorrow of which she, still, knew 
less than her little part" (HQ., p .. 286). He' is no longer 
curious about his father. "With you," he tells her, "I can 
only connect .Robert .. " Traitor or not, he reasons with boyish 
gravity, Robert must have been "pretty brave." Then he checks 
himself; there was something to be said, but everything he says 
sounds ridiculous. Won't it ultimately say itself, he asks 
her? He is too young and he wishes he were God. Then, 
perhaps, he could comfort her. 
But then, Robert's dying of what he did will 
not always be there, won't last like a book or 
picture: by the time one is able to understand it, 
it.will be gone, it just won't be there to be judged. 
Because, I suppose art is the only thing that can go 
on mattering once it has stopped hurting ••• {m?., p e 290) 
Chapter XVII: As the key witness at the coroner's inquest 
Stella lets no suspicion fall on Robert's loyalty. Since 
inevitably the newspapers reveal her compromising position 
in the case, she soon moves across London to take another 
furnished flat in a neighborhood where she is not known. 
Meanwhile, Harrison has vanished; he was the one living 
person Stella would have given anything to see. 
When Louie reads about Stella, she is demoralized. That 
the woman whose aristocratic refinement she a~~ost idolizes 
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is not "virtuous" is tantamount to Stella's herself having 
fallen into the street. The shock seems to justify Louie's 
return to vagrancy. The war years move on--1942, 1943, 1944. 
Roderick bestirs himself and lands a commission. He visits 
his dream property in Ireland during the week of the 
historical "Little Blitz." Once, while lovingly reviewing 
post-war plans for the house and grounds, he stops short to 
remind himself that Fortress Europe is still to'me stormed. 
The caretaker expresses his concern for Stella, exposed in 
the mounting tempo of London air-raids, but Roderick tells 
him she has always done what she liked. 
During the "Little Blitz" of:.l945, when most of London's 
populace is underground, Harrison calls at Stella's new 
address. The intervening years have swallowed up the 
curiosity she once had. Indeed, all the emotions that 
either of them had once felt have now evaporated. All the 
questions that cried out to be answered then are unimportant 
now; Harrison's dropping out of the picture had severed her 
one connection with the past. But she learns from him that 
he wa~ not on duty when Robert's death occurred. He asks 
about her plans and is obviously relieved to learn that she 
will soon marry "a cousin of a cousin," an older man who. is a 
brigadier. The raid is over. The All Clear is about to 
sound. 
Louie learns of Tom's death in India while Connie is 
trying to write a letter for her explaining the ugly fact 
that his wife's new-born child is not his. In the months 
that follow Louie proudly perambulates her baby through her 
home town on the Kentish coast. Every day, she thinks, the 
baby grows "more like Tom." The strands of the novel meet 
in Louie Lewis, a minor victory in a soul-destroying war. 
In the introduction to her volume of war stories Miss 
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Bowen commends on the emotional stresses of war. uThe violent 
destruction of solid things," she writes, "the explosion of 
the illusion that prestige, power, and permanence att~ch to 
bulk and weight, left all of us, equally, heady and disembodied. 
Walls went down; and we felt, if. not knew, each other. We 
8 
lived in a state of lucid abnormality." If Miss Bowen has 
not squarely confronted the subject of treason--if Robert's 
actions and views have not been thoroughly explained--it is 
because the story's interest lies elsewhere. Flux, f~tility, 
and the shapelessness of civilian life in time of warp control 
the plot structure. The foregoing synopsis reveals that 
characters intersect each other's lines of action quite by 
coincidence; that long periods of inaction, during which time 
8Ivy Gripped the Steps, pref., ix. 
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is merely relative to emotion, fill the pages; and that 
action, when it comes, is almost always arbitrary and unex-
pected. Add to these circumstances the obscurity of each 
character to the others. Robert, for example, is ultimately 
unknowable to Stella, the person who knows him best, just as 
Harrison, for all his efficiency, is an intrinsically ambiguous 
figure. Even Stella, who cannot divulge the nature of her war 
work, keeps a tight lid on her past. Mist is so much the 
psychological climate of the story that only minor or "flat" 
characters have definition (see Characters, below). Miss 
Bowen's "poetic objective" is an atmosphere of subtle confusion--
a "tideless, hypnotic, futureless day-to-day." 
Characters •. Stripped of the cherished perquisites of 
ordinary peacetime living--of property, status, choice, and 
even personality, Miss Bowen's embattled characters in 
The Heat of the Day look to those "saving illusory worlds" 
to fill the vacuum for "the uncertain ! I.'" In one sense, 
the wartime personality is an enigma. Furthermore the 
reader's relationship to each· figure in the story is much 
the same as that which each has with the other:~.. Stella's 
physical immediacy and her clearly delineated sensibility are 
made to compensate for the significant vagueness of her motives 
and values. She and the boyish Roderick are the "magnetic" 
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characters described in the "Notes"; both "materialize" 
visually and both attract our "perceptions, sense impressions, 
desires" (CI, p. 253). 
But the crucial point in Miss Bowen's notes on charac-
terization is that "the character is there for the sake of the 
action be or she is to contribute to the plot. • • the 'what 
is to be said'" (CI, pp. 249, 251). Accordingly, when Stella 
and Roderick are depicted together, the author--true to her 
purpose--focuses on the sensibilities of a mother and son in 
time of war. Meeting unexpectedly in London they are ill at 
ease: 
Both felt the greatness inherent in being human 
andd in their being mother and son. His homecoming 
should have been one more chapter added to an august 
book, a book on a subject greater than themselves: 
nothing failed to make it so but their vision. It 
may still have been such a chapter in the vision of 
God. Where they were concerned, the ban, the check, 
the caution as to all spending and most of all the 
expenditure of feeling restricted them. Wariness had 
driven away poetry: from hesitating to feel came the 
moment when you no longer could. 
(HQ, p. 52) 
Miss Bowen's emphasis on nuances of feeling dominate the 
action, but this fact hardly justifies the charge that her char-
9 
ahter.st~ "diffuse and elusive." It applies only insofar 
9see Alice S • Morris, "Miss Bowen Illumines the Landscape 
of War," New York Times Book Review, February 20,. 1949, p. 1. 
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as they are depicted as moving through a nightmare in history 
when normal clues to character have disappeared .. 
It would seem obvious to maintain that Miss Bowen's 
aesthetic of fiction evolved slowly and that it was at times 
the cause, at times the effect of her fiction-writing. 
Certainly the essay "Notes on Writing a Novel" is the most 
complete formulation of this extended two-way process. We 
may further observe that the novels written before 1946 have 
been related to the "Notes" by inference and analogy, whereas 
The Death of the Heart (1949) is related by direct descent. 
Indeed, the full title of the essay leaves us no other con-
10 
elusion. The "novel" to which it refers must have been 
either planned or in actual progress; thus, the essay~~s a 
series of speculations on an immediate problem, though it 
doubtless reflects long-held principles .. 
Two examples of direct li~ between the "Notes" and work 
in progress are pertinent here. The first begins with the 
statement that the character has a "range of alternatives" 
and that these gradually diminish until, "like the silk worm 
10 
For the literary sleuth, incontrovertible evidence exists: 
"Notes on Writing a Novel" was published in 1945. In the 
preface to Ivy Gripped the Steps (viii) Miss Bowen writes, 
"I want my novel, which deals with this same time, to be 
comprehensive," etc. These words are dated "October 1945e" 
on the cocoon," the character has "sp~n itself out" (CI, 
p. 260). The other is a reference, previously noted, to the 
detective story as a model of plot, relevance, and moral 
11 
detachment (CI, pp. 250, 258, 261). 
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Stella Rodney's entrapment by the detective Harrison is a 
striking f.ictional equivalent of th~ "alternatives 11 theory. 
At the opening of the story her choices when she is confronted 
by this vaguely insistent stranger seem limitless: she takes 
little heed of hls attempts to ingratiate himself. Her love 
for Robert is complete and unclouded. Harrisonis visits 
continue, however. One night he telephones to announce that he 
~ see her; and although she has previously made her lack of 
interest plain, she senses authority in his manner, and even a 
threat. A long conversation at her apartment that same evening 
marks the end of her serenity and the beginning of a process 
Which forces her (like a rat in a maze) down the last remaining 
passageway. In the end she is trapped twice over: she must 
hear Robert's guilt from his own lips, not Harrison's, and she 
11
rn The Heat of the Day Miss Bowen seems. to have applied 
her theory so literally that the main action not oniy resembles 
but is a detective story.. She had cited the genre, however, 
only to clarify a point. In 1952 she writes that characters 
should be "held in the same orbit by some sort of situation 
which sets, as it were, a trap--some central interest, devil-
ment, search or passion" (LS, pre£., vi; italics mine). 
must cling to him regardless of his crime. A character's 
"range of alternatives," the author asserts, is determined 
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by his "prominenceu (CI, p .. 252). Stella's nightmarish inter-
view with Harrison (Chapter II) prefigures the discoveries, 
reversals, and diminishing alternatives leading to the climax. 
This "unfolding" is diabolically slow and calculated: the 
exaggerated quiet of his voice over the telephone is discon-
certing to Stella (she herself is engaged in secret work for 
the government). When Harrison arrives, he is discr~ly 
possessive in his manner toward her; though he refuses to 
identify his mission, he shows a touching need for frankness: 
"If your nature's up against me, ~ up against me ; it's your 
nature I want--you as you are" (HD, p. 29). Shortly there-
after Stella hears him say that he knows about her affair 
with Robert. Angered when he adds, "No more of that11 and 
turns Robert's portrait to the wall, she asks if he is at-
tempting blackmail--if he is suggesting that she break with 
Robert to begin a friendship with him. But he blandly 
rationalizes his strategy as one of the social licenses of 
war. 
This blend of the raffish and the courtly in Harrison 
is as baffling as his identity. He shocks her by saying 
"Worse could happen to him than saying goodbY-e to you," but 
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she hides her reaction in weariness or cruel irony. "Our 
friend," he tells her, "has been playing the fool." Stella 
prefers to believe that Robert is in financial difficulties 
and refuses to show further curiosity until Harrison impatiently 
asks whether she wants to hear the whole story. When he tells 
her that material in Robert's safekeeping at the War Office 
is "getting through to the enemy," she scoffs at the suggestion. 
Harrison talks on, unruffled by her sarcasm. Should Robert be 
pulled in now, he speculates aloud, before British losses grow 
or later, after more evidence is in1 Harrison has withheld 
evidence, he shamelessly admits, pending his talk with Stella~ 
It is clear to her that he will let her decide "what he should 
do with it." 
Stella now insists on bringing him out into the open: 
"I'm to form a disagreeable asSEICliation in order that a man be 
left free to go on selling his country" (HD, p. 34), but 
Harrison thinks that is putting it "a bit crudely." For a 
moment she has the upper hand • He can furnish no proof, he 
admits; as~:a secret agent his work would prevent such overt 
tactics. If he had official information, Stella counters, 
why would he confide in her, knowing she would run immediately 
' 
to Robert? She will tell him anyways, she decides; it will 
amuse him. If she does,. Harrison answers, Robert will be 
pulled in immediately, before he can "tip the wink!' (!:!Q., 
p. 35). Just how good an "actor" is Robert, Harrison asks. 
If he can "act" in love, he may be capable of any kind of 
duplicity. 
The idea infuriates Stella, as Harrison can see. He 
withdraws his question, but warns her that a poor actor would 
show immediately that he was being followed. All the more 
reason, he muses, for Stella's liquidating Robert "as a 
friend." But Stella reasserts herself, threatening now to 
report Harrison himself to the authorities. If he really has 
the power, as he claims, "to tip the scales," isn't the 
country poorly se~ed? Making use of official secrets for 
amorous reasons at a crucial moment of the war. Very well 
said, Harrison admits--but for one thing: others have Robert 
taped; putting Harrison out of the running, especially if it 
were done by Stella (who has "quite a heart" for the suspect), 
would only intensify the investigation. Wanly, Stella observes 
that she would, by informing on Harrison's tactics, at least 
do her duty. Harrison: "Naturally, if you're thinking about 
the country we shall have to go back and run through the whole 
matter over again" (!:!Q., p. 39). 
Stella is trapped. How is she to know he is not bluffing, 
and how is she to enquire without "bringing down the roof?" She 
is tremulous with rage one moment, aghast at Harrison's 
"emotional idiocy" the next. Nervelessly, he now asks if 
she wants to go out with him to dinner. He is sincerely 
sorry that she has been upset.. But she is staying in. 
"Who for?" he has th~ temerity to ask. The telephone rings 
and he refuses to go on his way. The caller is obviously a 
man; Stella converses affectionately while Harrison, feet 
planted apart in the next room, looks about him "like a 
German in Paris • " This, he is sure, is Robert, his quarry • 
But Stella quietly remarks on returning ·that it was her son, 
on leave from the army. 
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Obviously, paraphrase cannot do justice to the tense 
emotionality of this scene. It prefigures the "pull of alter-
natives" in Stella's mind throughout the novel. Her vacilla-
tions between hope and dread become the rationale for the 
story. The ebb and flow of the heroine's sensibility justifies 
the "psychological space" she is allowed in the story. 
Scene. As in The Death of the Heart descriptions of 
setting, especially at the beginning of ch~pters, are often 
"overtures": they set the tone of the episode. Nouns, verbs, 
adjectives are chosen to project emotionality in an otherwise 
neutral and unpeopled scene: 
That Sunday, from six o'cloqk in the evening, 
it was a Viennese orchestra that played. The 
season was late for an outdoor concert; already 
leaves were drifting on to the grass stage--here 
and there one turned over, crepitating as though 
in the act of dying, and during the music some more 
fell .. 
(!!Q, p. 5) 
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This sensation of gloom is further enhanced by a meticu-
lous choice of attributives and verbs in the scene that 
follows. Civilian passers-by--shabby Londoners and exiled 
foreigners--pause at a bandstand in Regent's Park. The 
exhaustion and insecurity-written on their faces will be 
momentarily erased by music (!!Q, pp. 6-8). 
It is the first of several scenes in Which Miss Bowen 
sounds her deepest chord--the human affinity for mirages and 
illusions in a collapsing world. Significantly enough, these 
backgrounds are never "documentary." "In the novel," Miss 
Bowen observes, "[the] putting of objects to a descriptive 
(explanatory) use is excellent,--[an] alternative to the 
narrator's voice" (CI, p. 262), but she is careful to avoid 
what she calls the "categoricalness" of Balzac or Arnold 
Bennett. Multiplication and exactitude of detail, she feels, 
though sometimes overpowering in their effect, frequently 
"dilute meaning" (£!., p. 262) • The emotional impact of 
descriptive details in the first paragraphs of The Heat of the 
Day is an almost perfect embodiment of Miss Bowen's rule that 
scene must contain "no non-contributory image." Everything, 
she insists, must serve the "poetic objective": 
Pairs of lovers, fatigued by their day alone 
with each other, were glad to enter this element not 
themselves: When their looks once more met it was 
with refreshed love. Mothers tired by being mothers 
forgot their children as their children forgot them--
one held her baby as though it had been a doll. 
Married couples who had sat down in apathetic 
closeness to one another could be seen to begin to 
draw a little apart, each recapturing some virginal 
inner dream. Such elderly people as had not been 
driven home by the disappearance of sun from the 
last chair fearlessly exposed their years to the 
dusk, in a lassitude they could have shown at no 
other time. 
(!m,, p. 6) 
Having set the mood, Miss Bowen immerses her main char-
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acters in it. As Louie and Harrison, still rank£ing from their 
_, 
quarrel, leave with the crowd, they respond identically to 
London's fantastically gutted blocks: 
• • • Ahead one had still an illusion of wooded 
distance, out of whose blue and bronze ethereality 
rose the tops of Regency terraces--these,, in their 
semi-ruin, just less pale than the sky. They were 
shells: the indifference of their black vacant 
windows fell on the scene, the movement, the park, 
the evening they overlooked but did not seem to 
behold. Inconceivably, London was behind them. This 
moment of walking to meet the houses seemed to have 
its place in no given hour of time--though across 
it, in contradiction, St. Marylebone clock began 
striking eight. During the first stroke Louie and 
her companion, apart, and on his side hostile in 
thought, experienced a fusion of the nerves •••• 
(!m,, p. 18) 
In The Heat of the Day, the sensation of trance is 
pervasive. Rooms, sealed against th~ darkness and emitting 
no light, lack all "apprehension of time" and remain 
"exaggerated and cerebral" (!!Q., p. 53). The tranquillity 
of the Irish countryside, a backdrop for the funeral of 
Stella's cousin, is as unreal as the circumstances of 
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Roderick's inheritance. (It is a large country estate that 
had once belonged to a cousin of the father Roderick never 
knew, the father who had died shortly after the divorce from 
Stella.) "Holme Dene," Robert's family place, is pictured 
as shabby, pretentious and, above all, eerie; Robert has spent 
an ~ggonized boyhood there. Every splinter now reminds him 
of his family's lack of understanding and integrity: 
• • • without a creak if sustained the stresses 
of its architecture and the unsureness, manifestly 
indifferent to it, of its fate. Upstairs, as elsewhere, 
it had been planned with a sort of playful circumlocu-
tion--corridors, archways, recesses, half-landings, 
ledges, niches and balustrades combined to fuddle 
any sense of d~rection. • • • The many twists of 
the passages had always made it impossible to see 
down them •••• [The Kelways'] private hours, it 
;>v could be taken, were spent in nerving themselves 
for ~nevitable family confrontations such as meal-
times, and in working on to their faces the required 
expression of having nothing to hide •••• 
(!!Q, p. 24 7) 
The scene has a clear dramatic function: "Holme Dene" is a 
"man-eating house" in.wli:i:.ch "lock-shorn" old Mr. Kelway, 
334 
Robert's father, had seen out the last years of a humiliating 
existence. "His fiction of dominance was, as he would have 
wished, preserved by his widow and his daughters" (!!Q, p. 249) e 
' For the reader "Holme Dene" is the root of Robert's treason. 
Though wounded at Dunkirk, he bitterly remarks, "I was born 
wounded--my father's son" (!!Q, p. 263). 
And now he denies the existence of a country: "!2Y. have 
been my country." But to Stella, this is a denial of everything 
instinctive and normal: 
• • • She had trodden every inch of a country with 
him, no~ perhaps least When she was alone •••• She 
could not believe they had not, in those two years, 
drawn on the virtue of What was around them, ~ 
virtue peculiar to Where they were •••• 
(!!Q, p. 265) 
Place, time, earth, season--these are for Stella the very 
features of love. "Rolled round with rocks and stones and 
trees--what else is one?" she asks herself. "Was this not 
felt most strongly in the quietus of the embrace?" The 
momentous importance Stella attaches to natural surroundings 
is implicit in those settings rendered from her point of view. 
To her, the regular decimation, by bombing, of a fraction of 
London's population night after night should leave any survivor 
hypersensitive to the spirit of places: 
They had met one another, at first not very 
often, throughout that heady autumn of the first 
London air raids. Never had any season been more 
felt; one bought the poetic sense of it with the 
sense of death.. Out of mists of morning charred by 
the smoke of ruins each day rose to a height of 
unmisty glitter; between the last of sunset and first 
note of the siren the darkening glassy tenseness of 
evening was drawn fine. From the moment of waking 
you tasted the sweet autumn not less because of an 
acridity on the tongue and nostrils; and as the 
singed dust settled and smoke diluted you felt 
more and more called upon to observe the daytime as 
a pure and curious holiday from fear. 
(!!Q, p. 85) 
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"Nothing can happen nowhere," Miss Bowen writes in the "Notes .. " 
'The locale of the happening always colours the happening, and 
often, to a degree, shapes it" {CI, p. 253). Scene in 
The Heat of the Day unifies the separate strands of narrative 
j~ust as London's actual air of crisis binds together its 
fragmented population. 
Dialogue. Ideally, dia_logue should be so effective as 
to "make analysis· or explanation of the relationships 
between the characters unnecessary" (£!, p. 255). Such 
dialogue is truly a "bridge," for at times it carries the 
entire weight of the story. It indicates not only "the 
strength of governing fantasy" but also 11sex;ual temperament" 
and "persecution-sense" (CI, p. 256). Miss Bowen has declared 
that "tension, or mystification towards tension, is good for 
emphasis" (CI, p. 249); the tone of the Stella-Harrison 
encounter, though pitched low, is terrifying in its very 
ambiguity. Harrison's resolve to possess Stella is at once 
malign and pathetic. His words are at times like those of a 
robot, soulless and mechanical; yet he wants to be loved, 
ignorant himself as to what love is. His deft concealment 
of his identity, his avoidance of exact statement, and his 
grotesque practicality in driving a bargain are implicit in 
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his speech. To the end he is a fascinating paradox--ruthless 
but gentle, arrogant but sympathetic. He is Miss Bowen's 
most successful portrait of a "closed" character (see Visual 
Angle, below). 
Stella's utterances, on the other hand, are those of a 
sexuaily desirable, gracious, intelligent woman of England's 
upper-middle class. The'y reflect innate dignity, irony, and 
restraint: she shows in resisting Harrison both "persecution-
sense" and "acumen, 11 traits which the "Notes" list as especially 
12 
communicable through dialogue. 
Finally, the exchanges between Stella and Harrison 
' 
illustrate the theory that good dialogue is "under- rather 
than over-articulate" (CI, p. 256). In them, Miss Bowen 
12 Inasmuch as the passages under discussion are too long 
and involved for practical quotation, the reader is referred 
to Chapters !I, VII, and XII. 
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focuses not so much on meaning as on feeling: what the 
ch~acters intend to say is more striking than what they 
arrive at saying. For example, the intricate mental turns 
and twists of the "detective-story" dialogue convey the 
"poetic objective, 11 namely, war's impact on the private 
sensibility .. The "Notes" artticipate this function: 11Speech," 
the author writes, "is what the characters do to each other" 
(Q!., p. 255). 
The discussion would hardly be complete without at least 
a passing consideration of Louie Lewis, that child-in-a-woman's-
body who, by an act of war, is without par~nts, home, or 
husband. Her susceptible heart and her naive sexuality relate 
more closely than it would first appear to those more privileged 
backfisch of Miss Bowen's pre-war novels. Indeed~ Louie may 
be considered at arrested Portia but learns to use her moronic 
innocence as a pawn of war. Both the inarticulate Louie and 
her strident friend Connie illustrate Miss Bowen's mastery 
of the racy and vulgar in dialogue. Their speech is obviously 
based on close "notation from life··i (CI, p. 256). The following 
excerpt, though necessarily brief, clearly indicates what Miss 
Bowen means by "class, id~es recues, nature and strength of· 
governing fantasy," and (most subtle of all) "fortuitous·arrival 
at general or poetic truth" (CI, p. 256): 
••• "Still, you'd surely not rather be like 
the Germans, Connie? I was told how they swallow 
anything they are tolda I know I saw where it said 
how they do have papers, but not like our ones with 
ideas • It said how to get ~ tht~ough the war they 
have to kid them along, but how the war makes us 
think." 
"Being prone to that, I did not require war. I 
always would as soon think as anything else; but what 
gets you anywhere is character." 
"The Yanks are struck by our character now they're 
here." 
"You ever see a Yank struck?" 
"Well, but I saw where it said •••• " 
"They're struck on our pubs all right: my 
friend and I couldn't get in anywhere edgeways the 
other evening. You might think this was their wat' 
they'd started, they arld the Russians •••• 11 
"Oh, but the Russians •••• oh Connie, how 
you .9.m!! When you have to think of Stalingrad every 
minute. • • • " 
Both glanced at the clock. 
"They are much more different, than all of us." 
"Oh, I grant you--they're completely,titanic. No, 
if it was Russians we had all over the place here, I 
should be the first not to complain, I assure you--
fighting away like that, if it is chiefly in defence 
of their own country, they should be entitled to air 
their views. All I do point out is how we get 
overlooked, between the Yanks and Russians, when 
there would have been no war for either of them in 
. the first place had it not been for us." 
"But I thought Hitler--" 
"Well, who exhausted his patience? No, one thing 
I do agree--where it says how character's getting us 
there. Getting us where, of course don't ask me. We 
must live and learn. I foresee having my hands kept 
full doing the former." 
"But isn't much to be learned from the lesS!ons 
of history, Connie?" 
"What--Napoleon came to no good, nor did the 
Kaiser, neither will Hitler do? What we are not 
told is, who derived the benefit •••. What satis-
faction is it to have someone else coming along 
learning a lesson of history off me?" 
(llQ, pp. 148-149) 
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Are Louie and Connie Miss Bowen's answer to critics of her 
"narrow social range?" Though her other novels allow little 
space to members of the lower classes, she has always had 
an ear for jargon, inanities, colorful vulgarisms and 
innumerable "faked realistic qualities." 
Visual Angle. After The House in Paris, in which sporadic 
flights into stream-of-consciousness occur, Miss Bowen 
renounced the device altogether. Some of her public statements 
had predicted its demise (see Chapter III). In The Heat of the 
Day she will exercise "right of entry" in varying degrees, even 
confining herself to Louie's sub-intelligence if the effect of 
raw verisimilitude, or of irony, serves her purpose: 
• • • the Russians keep nagging at us to do 
something; the Duke of Kent killed who had been so 
happy; even those harmless ancient cathedrals not to 
speak of Canterbury getting bombed also; and us 
running right out of soap and sweets till they had 
to go on coupons--one more headache •••• But once 
you looked in the papers you saw where it said, 
nothing was so bad as it might look. What a 
mistake, to have gone by the look of things! 
{!!Q, P e 145) 
But such a limited "visual angle" is rare. Usually, Louie's 
thoughts are filtered through the consciousness of the author, 
who prefers a verbal equivalent of her thought to her 
actual words. Whatever Louie may lose in individuality she 
gains in universality: 
Through the summer her husband's step, still 
only just out of hearing, could be imagined turning 
and coming back; while summer lasted she therefore 
still need not shut up shop. Within the narrowing 
of autumn, the impulses of incredulous loneliness 
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died down in her; among them that readiness to quicken 
which had made her look for her husband in other faces. 
True, she felt nearer Tom with any man than she did with 
no man--true love is to be recognized by its aberrations; 
so shocking can these be, so inexplicable to any other 
person, that true love is seldom to be recognized at all. 
. (!!Q., p. 139} 
The novelist should "~equisition .... the characters' 
memories, sensations, and thought processes," the "Notes" 
have instructed us. But their ~must be "appropriate" to 
the demands of the plot (CI, p. 257}. The passage above, 
obviously not the thoughts of Louie herself, represents the 
author's "requisitioning." Thus, the full poignancy of her 
situation is simultaneously rendered as action and as ironic 
commentary on that action. 
Stella's thoughts, however, merge perfectly with the 
author's articulateness • As a resul~ irony dis appears: 
• • • Letting the curtain drop, returning to 
lean her forehead aga~nst the pushed up sash of the 
window, already clammy, she understood, with regard 
to Harrison, the hopeless disparity between belief 
and truth. He was sincere in everything he said; 
probably she might never hear again words like these 
of his, concentrations of an entire being. At the 
same time, he mis-stated at every turn; there was 
monstrous heresy somewhere in his love; to as much 
as dispute with him was to injure honor. To be in 
his embrace would be to accept, for ever, that 
strength was left in nothing but obsession. She 
was not to know, even, whether, in keeping him 
by the window, he might not be banking on the 
effect of the dark, on the sense's harmony when 
there is one sense missing, some sort of harmony 
of the blind. Indeed his psychic, his moral 
blindness was most nearly acceptable on unseeing 
terms; and his abstention from touching her, always 
marked and careful, was becoming, in this con-
striction of the embrasure, powerful as a touch. 
(!!Q, p. 136) 
Robert and Harrison, the men in Miss Bowen's precarious 
triangles, fare differently in the requisitioning process. 
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Again, the "demands of plot 11 anticipate the author's solution. 
Robert's treason and Harrison's obsession demand a narrative 
point of view which will exploit "the romantic, the fatal-
.seeming, and the sinister" in their natures. "Visual angle" 
in such instances must respect the character's essential 
unknowability; we may see them but we may never see them 
seeing. We hear Robert telling Stella about his cbild~ood but 
we never follow his private thoughts on the subject. We can 
never be quite certain, therefore, what has made him commit 
treason. If his motives seem diffuse, they are made 
deliberately so. Yet he is entirely convincing as a "closed" 
and "sinister" character from whom we can never know the 
entire truth. 
The dramatic effectiveness of Harrison, ·too, results 
from calculated omissions in his character. Like Robert, 
he is ultimately unelqllained-- 11closed" even to the 
13 
omniscience of the author. Terrified, Stella wonders at 
the nameless compulsions that drive Harrison to risk his 
position and the security of his country for an intimacy 
devoid of feeling. The "closed" characters in The Heat of 
the Day derive from a long line of Bow~~ creations--Mrs. 
Kerr, Lady Naylor, Edward Tilney, Mark Linkwater, Madame 
Fisher, and "Eddie":--each of them an object of dread. 
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Moral Angle. Despite "rave" reviews hailing The Heat of 
the Day as Miss Bowen's best, some critics objected to her 
refusal to take a clear moral stand on treason. "That she has 
chosen to skirt round the subject," wrote a British reviewer, 
"suggests no more than that she ~oes not now feel ready to 
14 
treat it." Others were more outspoken. ·"Her excessive 
concern with the subtlest interplays of the human personality," 
Diana Trilling observed, "makes it difficult to come at the 
moral motive of her story •••• It is her style--the relent-
less pMay of manner and mannerism to which her moral intention 
15 
must constantly yield." Still others concentrated their 
13There is one exception: an opening scene in Regent's 
Park, where Harrison waits before he goes to inform Stella of 
Robert's activities. Entry into his consciousness enlists the 
reader's sympathy at the outset, and places him above Robert 
in dramatic importance (~, pp. 4-10). 
14Times Literary Supplement, March 5, 1949, p. 152. 
15Nation, February 26, 1949, pp. 254, 256. 
attacks on the portrai~ of Robert Kelway and the inadequacy 
of the treatment of treason (see above, pp. 307-308). 
Even thos~ most highly appreciative of Miss Bowen's 
gifts sometimes find her moral detachment "cold • " Perhaps 
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the most ra.ttonal±zed position in the "Notes" is the passage 
which begins, "Great novelists write without pre-assumption ••• " 
(g, p. 258) • But is Miss Bowm 's ple&; for novelists who can 
write "outside their own nationality" justified? In choosing 
a war-background and treason-plot, she seems to have incurred 
an obligation she could not or would not fulfill. Such material 
is uncongenial to her artistic vision; inevitably, therefore, 
she transforms it. The result is history in terms of poetic 
sensibility and treason in terms of~h~cps~chplogyl@~~love. 
In the lovers' first weeks together "they qid not know 
how much might be the time, how much themselves" (HD, p. 91). 
Stella's trip to Ireland is a flux of past and present, real 
and unreal. In the brooding atmosphere of MOunt Morris she 
has moments o-f seeing the world "innocent of oneself, 11 but 
the trance ends, and with it her peace (HD, p. 170). On the 
evening Stella asks her lover the fateful question, they dine 
together in the quiet of an empty restaurant, aware that they 
are not alone: 
• • • nor had they been from the start, from 
the start of love. Their time sat in the third 
place at the±r table. They were the creatures of 
history, Whose coming together was of a nature 
possible in no other day--the day was inherent in 
the nature.. Which must have been always true of 
lovers, if it had taken until now to be seen. The 
relation of people to one another is subject to the 
relation of each to time, ·to What is happening. If 
this has not always been felt--and as to that who 
is to know--it has begun to be felt, irrevocably •• 
Could these two have loved each other better at a 
better time? At no other would they have been 
themselves; what had carried their world to its 
hour was in their bloodstreams •••• 
(HD, p. 187) 
• • 
The morality underlying Miss Bowen's novel, though 
palpable enough as "truth. in action," does not lend itself 
to paraphrase. In the "Notes" she writes: "Have not all 
. poetic truths been already.stated? The essence of a poetic 
truth is that no statement of it can be final? (CI, p. 250). 
Advance. The short stories in Ivy Gripped the Steps 
were tyPically impressionistic renderings of wartime 
"atmospheres," views, gleams and glances of emotion. Yet, 
despite their discontinuity they were organically related 
in theme: Miss Bowen described them as "flying particles"--
the "particular" through which she felt "the high-voltt:tge 
16 
current of the general pass." In The Heat of the Day 
she has att~mpted to convey the fragmentation of life in a 
16 
. d h s f . Ivy Gr~ppe t e teps, pre ., XLV. 
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continuous narrative. She had already progressed from a series 
of chapter-sketches in The Hotel to the elaborately controlled 
forward movement in The Death of the Heart. In the following 
analysis we shall observe her method of depicting the break-
up of normal patterns at the same time that she imparts a signi~ 
ficent "shape" to the resulting fragments. 
Chapter I: The Regent's Park scene, though he.a~ily 
expository, advances by means of a fairly simple expedient, 
the orchestral program. Long descriptions of setting, 
.character, and London's "war-climate" are punctuated by 
references to the progress cif the concert. Harrison's growing 
resentment of the girl Louie's approaches promotes further 
advance. The sound of church bells breaks the mood of 
timelessness Which had $eized them both. 
Chapter II:. A necessarily omitted action ·(Harrison's first 
meeting, four months earlier, with Stella), is registered 
in its effect on Stella on this particular evening. She 
resents his aggressiveness but is unable to discourage him. 
Frequent references to the clock; to the arrival of dusk; 
to the gradual shortening of a lit cigarette e The emo€.1lonal:t"l;l1y 
of their conversation and the grotesque unreality of Harrison's 
proposal causes time to be momentarily suspended. But church 
bells crash in upon this mood. As the chapter ends, Stella's 
telephone rings. This, too, "paces 11 Har~ison's visit, for 
346 
he has outstayed his welcome. 
Chapter III: The scene is unchanged; a new presentation, 
however, and the entnt.nce of new character, Roderick. The 
n~cessary omission of his past life is offset by subsequent 
events: the effect of the war on his boyhood, his recent 
inheritance. Stella's "trance," at the moment when~-.her 
curtains are drawn in the blackout, is broken by the sound-
· less fall of petals. Change of character also marks an 
advance: we see Stella's uncontrollable suspicion when her 
son discovers a piece of paper in Robert's dressing-gown 
pocket. The static mood is again snapped by a reference to 
the clock and to Roderick's advancing sleepiness. Late 
ringing of the telephone soon after Roderick drops off. 
Chapter IV: A change of scene: flashback to Cousin 
Francis' funeral in Ireland. Since Stella is the central 
post of observation, the continuity has not been broken. 
Chapter V: A second flashback, this time to the history 
of the Stella-Robert affair. The static element here is 
"succeedingness 11 of the lovers' mutual absorption--the dynamic 
element, a swift succession of historical events. 
Chapter VI: The characters are unchanged but the scene 
is new .. "Holme Dene," Robert's old homestead, reflects 
Robert's boyhood (a necessarily omitted· episode). We see his 
bedroom, his mother and sister, his present bitterness. We 
all see Stella's growing suspic~on of Robert: she had 
suggested the visit. 
These first six chapters indicate a firm control of the 
story's movement. The methods involved may be found under 
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five different postulates in the "Notes" (CI, pp. 259-261). 
First, the author has accounted for omitted action by showing 
the palpable effects of that action--in a word, she has focused 
on the "succeedingness" of events, whether remote or recent 
in time. Second, she has carefully annotated physical and 
emotional changes as clues to the passage of time. Third, 
the subjective falsification of time is periodically measured 
against its actuality; in every sc~ne a figurative clock is 
heard "impassively ticking away" (£1, p. 260). Finally, Miss 
Bowen has guarded against an earlier infatuation with scene 
(which had tended to slow action down) by avoiding simultaneous 
changes of scene and character. Either one or the other should 
change, she argues, but not both. "Striking 'unchangingness' 
gives useful emphasis to change" (£1, p. 260). Thus character 
and scene are mutual foils in contributing to the advance of 
plot. 
Neve~theless, Miss Bowen deliberately breaks this last 
rule in order to scatter.through the story disjected pieces 
of action. Among others are the funeral episode, Roderick's 
visit to Wistaria Lodge, his later return to Mount Morris, 
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and the amusing Louie-Connie episodes. Static glimpses and 
chance encounters, jerks, lapses, and doldrums in the action--
these are now under the novelist's firm control. 
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CHAPTER XI 
A WORLD OF LOVE: 
CONCLUSION 
Reviewing Rose Macaulay's critical study The Writings 
I 
of E. M. Forster in 1938, Miss Bowen praised her for having 
"strung the works ••• on what seems to be a line of personal 
continuity, so that the appearance of each, in its time, 
appears inevitable" (£!, p. 126). Although the chronological 
inevitability of Miss Bowen's own works, especially in 
relation to the data of biography, is not the concern of 
this study, we have observed that certain concepts of for.m, 
unity, and intention do evolve in the course of her writings. 
Before we consider her most recent novel--in some ways a 
"sport" or anomaly, in others the boldest illustration thus 
far of her critical theory--we shall retrace the main lines 
of her technical development. 
We have seen, for example, that her first novel, The 
Hotel (1927), is flawed by~a short-story technique imperfect 
in character-motivation and development. Atmosphere and 
sensibility predominate at the expense of narrative pace 
and continuity. Ironic detachment and effective symbolism 
characterize this satire on the emotional squalor at a 
British resort on the Riviera. 
The Last September (1929) is, again, richly atmospheric 
but thin in characterization a A bril~iant impressionism 
dominates this story of a doomed Anglo-Irish manor house 
during the "Troubles." Evocative landscapes and interiors 
compensate in part for static plotting, but Miss Bowen fails 
to put autobiographical material in perspective. 
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Friends and Relations (1931) is a less at~ospheric and 
more swiftly paced comedy of manners. Its tragic undercurrent 
is a story of mutual renunciation between married. lovers. 
Although the central conflict is vaguely defined and the 
motivation fragmentary, .the heroine's sensibility again 
creates a vivid contrast between public and-private values. 
To The North (1932) reveals even tighter plotting. For 
the first time motives are set forth with clarity and in 
detail. Miss Bowen's theme of deluded sensibility at odds 
with society is now overt and unitary. An almost angelic 
heroine's fall from innocence is raised to the level of 
allegory by means of an intricate symbolism involving weather, 
season, light, and speed. A brilliant but uneven work, 
To The North lacks the memorable characters and the richly 
documented social satire of its thematic counterpar't 
The Death of the Heart. 
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In The House in Paris (1935), Miss Bowen introduces new 
elements of mystery and horror in a rigorously controlled 
dramatic structure. Scenic symbols mirror the heroine's 
sensibility and her moral dilemma. Atmosphere is dramatically 
relevant, character fully developed, and the denouement 
satisfying. 
The Death of the Heart (1939) is Miss Bowen's most 
effective statement of her theme, implicit in most of her 
works, that disillusionment is a necessary condition of life. 
Here, many of the postulates and prescriptions of the "Notes" 
are clearly foreshadowedo Greater circumstantiality, a closer 
relationship between action and character, and a stricter 
relevance of scene and dialogue to plot are evident. Through 
her skillful shifting of point of view, the author achieves. 
a tonal balance between realistic satire and poetic tragedy. 
The last two novels reveal Miss Bowen's futthe~mc~and of 
her technique. The Heat of the Day (1949)--a radical .• 
departure in both theme and setting--transfotms Nazi-
beseiged London into an arena of hallucinated sensibility. 
Dialogue shows new virtuosity, and scene is put to new 
symbolic uses. Formulations in the "Notes'' on the use of 
tension and mystification clarify ~he·author's method. The 
novel's unconventional treatment of treason parallels in-
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sistence in the "Notes" on freedom from political and moral 
"pre-assumptionse" 
1 
In A Worlg of Love Miss Bowen swerves sharply away 
from the restrictive influence of the "Notes" to write an 
ardently emotional novel on an ardently romantic theme. 
In it, the heroine not only preserves her illusions but 
gives promise of fashioning a life a'round them. Unquestion-
ably Miss Bowen's most "poetic" undertaking, A World of Love 
runs counter to her theory that the novel is "a non-poetic 
statement" (CI, p. 250). Her characteristic detachment now 
yields to a tone of sustained lyricism, to which is added 
a close metaphorical texture, a virtual unity of time and 
place, unusual brevity, and the effect of a single impact. 
Indeed, we are reminded by this novel of Miss Bowen's criteria 
for the short story: "vital fortuity" and "freedom from forced 
2 
complexity." Never before has she so scrupulously avoided 
the "ingenious" and "complicated"; and in no other novel 
is the logical and "factual" exposition of background and 
motive so fastidiously calculated to suspend the reader's 
disbelief. Plot, Miss Bowen had once argued, "cannot claim 
a single poetic licence" (£!., p. 250). As the story's 
1· New York: Alfred Knopf, 1955; hereinafter abbreviated as ~· 
2
"Preface to 'The Faber Book of Modern Short Stories,'" 
Q!., p .. 43. 
imprQbabilities mount, as motivations cloud over and 
atmosphere becomes more rarified, Miss Bowen somehow loses 
her realistic footing. At the fairy-tale denouement, we 
feel that she has written a successful failure in Which 
atmosphere and mood are brilliantly exploited at the 
expense of character, and that A World of Love is caught 
in the anomalous position of being either an over-extended 
short-story or a truncated novel. 
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~· The background of the main action reveals Miss 
Bowen's usual care in e~osition, her concern with making 
plot "reasoned--onward from the moment when its none-
otherness, its only-possibleness has become apparent" (Ql, 
p. 250). Her story spans three phenomenally hot June days 
a'l: "Montefort," a fad(:!d country mansion in the south of 
Ireland. But first we are told that house and lands had 
once belonged to Guy Danby, Who had died in battle in .1918, 
willing his estate to his cousin Antonia. Along with the 
property, however~ Antonia had also inherited responsibility 
for Lilia, Guy's ·lovely but ineffectual fiancee. 
After ten years of unprofitable absentee landlordship 
and continuous friction with Lilia, Antonia had driven a 
bargain with Fred Danby, a poor relation living in the area. 
Fred is diligent, and unmarried. In exchange for managing the 
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farm, living at Montefort, and sharing proceeds, Fred had 
agreed to woo Lilia. But Antonia's machinations had not 
really succeeded: the f~ had not shown a profit, and 
Lilia's resentment of both Fred and Antonia had intensified. 
She has nevertheless born Fred two daughters--Jane, an 
extraordinary beauty, now twenty, and Maud, an imaginative 
twelve-year-old. Meanwhile, I.;ilia mopes about, neglecting 
the huge house and wishing she were dead. She dreams 
inconsolably of her happy girlhood in London and of Guy, 
that impossible idealization of a life cut short in its 
prime. Fred, resigned long since to his wife's bitter 
nostalgia, has returned to "his loves in the lanes." 
In this expository background we also learn that 
Antonia's life alternates between cynical alcoholism, sus-
tained by her secret fixation for Guy, and rising despair 
over the crumbling fortunes of Montefort and its domestic 
muddle. A successful London "art" photographer in her 
fifties, she visits Montefort in the dual role of landlord 
and relative. In expiation for the unhappiness between Fred 
and Lilia, she has assumed financial responsibility for 
Jane's education and "polish." Meanwhile, memories of 
lives not lived--her own and Guy's--continue to smolder in 
Antonia's breast. "The novelist," Miss Bowen observes in 
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the "Notes~." 'lnust always have one foot, sheer circumstantiality, 
to stand on, whatever the other foot may be doing"(£!., p .. 250). 
The circumstantiality of the above material indicates her 
care in winning the reader's credulity before immersing him 
in the hallucinated atmosphere of the main action. 
That action, for all its suggestion of the mysterious 
and complex1 is quite simple. In the attic at Montefort Jane 
discovers a musty packet of letters wrapped in an Edwardian 
dress. Her curiosity about the past, until now unawakened, 
responds to their impassioned contents .. She carries the 
letters against her bosom, reads them in bed by furtive 
candlelight, and eventually hides them in a secluded thicket. 
Identifying the wttter as the dead Guy, she fancies herself 
as the object of his ardors. 
Antonia suspects the lovesick girl's behavi6~; and in 
an intensely emotional scene at the family dinner-table, 
she goads Jane into telling the truth. The result is 
electrifying: Guy's romantic figure, so long dormant in 
Antonia's and Lilia's memories, rises up ~ividly to haunt 
them. For three entranced days, the two older women bend 
like reeds before the rush of reawakened memory as the agita-
tions of unfUlfilled love and the bitter-sw~et sensations of 
unconsummated desire fill their hours. 
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But jane's enchantment is not tied to the past. For 
her, Guy's letters are a promise. In quick succession each 
of the three women experie~ces an intense revelation of her 
imagined lover. Then, almost miraculously, each is released 
from his spelle But the letters obdurately survive: to whom 
had they been written? At first neither Antonia nor Lilia 
dares to ask. But by the time Jane tells Antonia, the facts 
are suddenly of no importance. Li:lia, emptied of her 
obsession, is ready to reconstruct her life with Fred. 
Though she is sure the letters are to her, she leaves them 
unopened. Antonia, knowing that they were addressed to a 
third woman, experiences a new sense of freedom. For the 
first time in years Lilia desires her husband; for the first 
time Antonia, shaking off self-pity, feels compassion for 
others. Jane, who has been the unconscious means of her 
parents' reconciliation, . ends her dream ofCGuy and embraces ·a 
fresh illusion by falling hopelessly in love with a stranger •. 
Miss Bowen's previous concern with balancing probability 
and fantasy--her suggestion that one foot must stand on 
"t:ircumstantiality," no matter what the other may be doing--
raises serious questions regarding the action and tone of 
A World of Love. In her notations on plot she quotes Flaubert's 
dictum, "Il £aut interesser" and adds: "Stress on manner of 
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telling: keep in mind, 'I will a tale unfold.' Interest of 
watching silk handkerchief drawn from conjuror's watch" 
(CI, p. 250). Since the logic of Antonia's and Lilia's 
emotional crists is not altogether convincing, a compensation 
for improbabilities, lapses, and omissions in the rationale 
' 
of the story is sought in "the. manner of telling." One clue 
to .Miss Bowen's strategy is immediately .apparent; for the 
first time she uses an epigraph--a quota~ion from Thomas 
Traherne's Centuries of Meditations--which prepares us for 
the story's mystical and evocative atmosphere, its exalted 
poetic tone: 
There is in us a world of Love to somewhat, 
though we do not know What in the world that should 
be •••• Do you not feel yourself drawn by the 
expectation and desire of some Great Thing? 
For the first time Miss Bowen will protect the romantic 
illusions of her heroine from the chill breath of irony; 
instead of exposing the brittleness of Jane's young dream~ 
the author will leave her ~o "picnic in Eden." Traherne's 
words, it is clear, suggest the wonder of innocence, the 
power of the imagination to create a world of love, and the 
impossibility of explain.ing illusions in rational terms .. 
Finally, the epigraph prepares the reader for the romantic 
improbability of the central action. 
Characters. Jane, an Alice-in-Wonderland figure per• 
plexed by an illogical world, retreats into a dreqm which 
gives her life its significance. For the greater part of 
the action she is in a romantic trance. One might argue 
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that since this is a "lyrical" state of short duration_, Jane 
lacks the full development of such realistically conceived 
heroines;as Portia Quayne in The Death of the Heart. 
Although Jane dominates the opening and closing scenes 
and receives more "ps.ychological spacer" th~n Antonia or 
Lilia, she is depicted entirely in terms of her poetic 
sensibilities: 
Continuously reflecting, she seldom thought. 
Apart from liking having her fortune told, she had 
no particular attitude to the future, but she had 
an instinctive aversion from the past; it seemed 
to her a sort of pompous imposture; as an idea it 
bored her; it might not be too much to say that she 
disapproved of it. She enjoyed being: hav- could 
it not depress her to realize that the majority 
of people no longer were? Most of all she dis-
trusted the past's activity and its queeringness-
she knew no one, apart from her own contemporaries, 
who did not speak of it either with falsifying piety 
or with bitterness; she sometimes had had the 
misfortune to live through hours positively con-
taminated by its breath. Oh, there lay the root of 
evil!-~this continuous tedious business of 
received grievances, not-to-be-settled old scores. 
Yes, so far as she was against anything she was 
against the past; she felt entitled to raid, 
despoil, rifle, balk, or cheat it in any possible 
way. She gloried in having set free the dress. 
But the letters--had they not insisted on forcing 
tJ:teir way out? 
(WL, pp. 48-49) 
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Jane does not materialize because she functions only as a 
mouthpiece. Her thoughts are anonymous and impersona~; 
her feelings are universal reactions of yo~th to age, to love, 
to the promise of life o Embowered in the scene of Guy's 
remote love-trysts, she becomes in imagination his beloved. 
But her experience is deliberately generalized, her words 
are an abstract plea. Giddy from the fragrance of the ferns 
on which she lies, she reads his words "! thought, .!£ only 
you~~ here_!" and protests, "But here ! sm. Oh, here 
I ~!" The eagerness and pass ion she expresses have no source 
in individual feeling: 
Seeing how brief all time was, it seemed impossible 
she could be too late: this valley held waiting in its 
keeping, suspense in the glitter of its air o Here was 
the hour, still to be lived! Impatient, the letter 
shifted inside her dress as, rolling over, she put an 
. ear to the ground, to one of the turfy spaces between 
bracken, to seem to be hearing returning footsteps as 
a pulse in her head started to beat down. Between him 
and her dwindled the years: where indeed was he if not 
beside her? They could not now miss one another, surely? 
(~, pp. 72-73) 
As an authorial "voice, 11 Jane symbolizes the transforming 
power of love. Lacking complexity--lacking what Miss Bowen 
called a palpable "range of alternatives" --she functions as a 
relatively "flat" heroine. Although her hallucinatory vision 
of Guy's presence (at Lady Latterly's dinner-party) is 
poetically realized, the reader cannot grasp her precise 
motivese To be sur~, he is 'told that Jane is partly a 
farmer's daughter, partly a product of Antonia's sophisti-
cation. This fact makes her, in spite of her startling 
beauty, float in a social limbo. Lady Latterly presents 
her to cocktail guests as a new "find." (Actually she is 
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an alien spirit.) Candlelight, brittle talk, and martinis--
her first--set the psychic mood for Jane's vision among these 
worldly, heartless guests (~, pp. 107-108). When he appears 
at dinner seated before.her, she sees G~y for what he was--
a person of infinite charm, capable of heartless infidelities 
to both her mother and Antonia. Already Jane has begun to 
dis.tinguish between illusion and fact. In contrast to the two 
older women, Jane is a symbolic archetype o£ innocence. Her 
very purity of motive makes her invulnerable to the world's 
corrup~ion. In her role as a ministering angel she uncon-
sciously heals the breaches which separate members of her 
household. In losing her father to her mother, she releases 
Fred for a normal life in place of his obsession with his 
daughter. She is no longer his "last, and hopeless, love," 
for her mother now feels for the first time in years a 
desire for the man whom the memory of Guy had never ~llowed 
her to love. Guy's letters lie in the· dust: Lilia has had 
her revenge on his ravaging memox-y. Jane understands, too, 
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that Antonia has finally exorcised a ghost when, at the moment 
little Maud turns up the·radio for the booming, over-amplified 
tone of Big Ben, both women realize that the letters have 
run their course (WL, p. 211). 
Unlike Jane, whose youthful beauty is an abstraction, 
Antonia and Lilia are each given the "palpable physical 
reality" stressed in the "Notes." Antonia is well-groomed, 
slightly mannis.h, connnanding; but we see the cracks in her 
urbanity when Lilia enters her master bedroom. Miss Bowen 
renders her brilliantly in terms of scene: 
The fourposter, of a frame ·immense, was over-
draped with more of the damask stuff: at one side 
the hangings were tucked back to allow access to 
things on the bedside table--a packet of Gold Flake, 
a Bible, a glass with dregs, matches, sunglasses, 
sleeping pills, a nail file, and a candlestick caked 
with wax into which the finished wick had subsided. 
A damaged Crown Derby saucer held strawberry stalks, 
cigarette stubs, ash: some uneaten strawberries 
sweetly tainbed the already unfresh surrounding air. 
The bed-end had during the~night become a cascade of 
twisted rejected blankets; feather pillows too had 
been flung away--triumphant the sleeper now lay dead 
flat, flat out. A sheet traced the de~le¥fties of her 
body; her upturned face seemed to be sealed by the 
resolution never, if so it might be, to wake at all. 
Antonia, for whom success as a London art-photographer has 
only sharpened her taste for Irish Whiskey, forces herself 
to attend the local horse-show and to play before her vague 
Clonmore acquaintances the role she fancies they expect of 
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her. Her remote fame, her absente~-landlordship, her divorce--
alr explain her odd behavior: 
••• Antonia had opened in good form--hatless, 
jeweled, flashing her black glasses, spotting 
friends, capping sentiments, barking greetings. 
Her age, able to be calculated to a day by the many 
present who still knew her,'if anything added to her 
showing: each year made more of her, not less. The 
gorgeousness of her parrot-green satin shirt, stuffed 
into a skirt of inconspicuous flannel, somehow drew 
the eye from, by defying, her stumpy build ..... 
Stains on her long, fine fingers, actually nicotine, 
were with awe attributed to her profession •••• 
Wherever she turned, she by turning flattered: the 
crowd pleased her because she was pleasing it •••• 
But then she tripped over a tent peg, .jarred the lens 
in her brain: in the instant, revulsion set in, as 
it now did always. Like a bullet-hit pane, the whole 
scene shivered, splintered putward in horror from the 
small bl&ck vacuum in its core •. She could not wait 
to get out--Where was Fred? Where was the Ford? 
(~, pp" 38-39) 
Lilia, too, materializes for the reader. She is a large, 
, 
~emarkably well-preserved blonde whose maternal voluptuousness 
contrasts ironically with her dispirited attitude toward 
Montefort, her husband, and her daughters. Inconsolably 
bereft of the imagined comforts and excitements of London 
life, she sleeps alone in the big farmhouse and refuses 
to see that Fred's indifference is a defense against her 
sullen fixation·on what-might-have-been. In the "Notes" 
Miss Bowen warns against the "hopelessness of categoric 
description" and emphasizes the point that characters must 
not only be visualizable; they must also "magnetize. • • 
perceptions, sense-impressions, desires" (£!., p. 253). It 
is Lilia most 6£ all who succeeds in enlisting the reader's 
' 
sympathy. Wee see her sad return from the Clonmore horse-
show, a perennial stranger in the community, unalterably 
proud, irreconcilably attached to a dream: 
Inside the drawing room, facing the door, a 
mirror embosked in gilt ferns filled up an alcove. 
tilia therefore advanced to meet a figure fit for 
the Royal Garden Party--white cartwheel hat, gloves 
to the elbow, crepe floral gown. She and her image 
confronted each other and the day's disillusionment, 
of which the marvelwas that it should recur--summer 
after summer, the same story. Who else was to 
know what ~been hoped for, always, in spite of 
all? Disappointment forever is fresh and young--she 
could no:' longer sustain it; she turned away and, 
vanishing from her own eyes, stared frowning and 
fretting over a tea-stain on a fingert~p of one of 
her white silk gloves. Damage: that was what it all 
came down to! 
(~, pp. 40-41) 
Ye~ for all the vividness of these portraits, they fail 
to develop along the lines laid down in the "Notes." There 
Miss Bowen had maintained that in each of the characters 
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"the pull and play of alternatives must be felt" (CI, p. 251), 
and that the'completed action of a novel must be marked by 
the expenditure, or "exhaustion," of the character's poten-
tialities. "ay the end," she had written, "the character 
has, like the silk worm at work on the cocoon, spun itself 
out" (CI, p .. 260). The implication had been obvious: the 
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determinants of character call for a systematic presenta-
tion of dramatic cause and effect.. In short, characteriza-
tion is ultimately logical and "non-poetic" (CI, p .. 250). 
Unfortunately, however, the main characters do not lend 
ttrems~l~e$f to logical analysis. Despite the author's 
argument in the "Notes" that each character's "alternatives" 
should be "exha~sted" in the course of the action, neither 
~ntonia, nor Lilia meets the specification. Jane, as we 
have. seen, is a fixed and absolute character; as the author's 
"voice" she represents the triumph of innocence over a stale 
and cynical world. But Antonia faces a complex of alterna-
tives. Will she founder in alcohol? Will she work off her 
frustrations by meddling with the lives of Fred, Lilia, and 
Jane? Will she some day admit to herself that Guy was weak 
and unfaithful, and that their inseparability as children 
was one thing, romance another? Will she, finally, accept 
the fact that the resurrected letters are not to her, nor 
to Lilia either, though Lilia at least had Guy's love? Such 
a complex of "alternatives" surely indicates the subtlety 
and richness of Antonia's portrait. The reader's disappoint-
ment stems from Miss Bowen's failure to treat these alterna-
. 
tives dramatically. Rather, they are made incidental to the 
character's flow of sensibility. 
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In a sense Miss Bowen has abdicated her responsibility 
for making the reader see not merely what her characters 
feel but why. In an important scene Antonia, sitt~ng on the 
dark stairs at Montefort, has a vision of Guy, but the scene 
is saved from bathos and incoherence only by the poetic 
force of style. We have the uncomfortable sensation that the 
intensity of Antonia's emotion is unexplained; we look in vain 
for t~tsr immediate source in the dramatic situation. Here, 
too, language must sub~ticute for logical explanations: 
Drawn she was, all but knowing Why. Going to 
stand in the doorway, she was met at once by a wind-
like rushing towards her out of the dark--her youth 
and Guy's, from every direction: the obelisk, avenue, 
wide country, steep woods, river below. No part of 
the night was not breathless breathing, no part of the 
quickened stillness not running feet. A call or 
calling, now near by, now from behind the skyline, 
was unlocatable as a corncrake's in uncut grass •••• 
All round Montefort there was going forward an 
entering bac~ into possession: the two, now one again, 
were again here--only the water of their moments had 
run away long since along the way of the river •••• 
(~, p. 121) 
Two other revelations, Lilia's and Jane's, constitute 
the main action of the story. Lilia, sewing in a quiet corner 
-
of the garden where the sun beats down, is on the point of a 
visitation from her dead lover just as her husband appears. 
No clear explanation for Li~ia's change of heart has been 
given in the narrative. We are asked to believe that as 
the ghost of Guy merges with the substantial figure of Fred, 
Lilia's enchantment ends: 
.virginia creeper camouflaged the wall round the 
door, an over-painted showering of bronze-green. 
Leaves and tendrils, caught as they always were by 
the pushing-inward opening of the door, draped them-
selves over the orifice in fringes. The doo~ was 
open--as to everything eise the creeper dement~and 
drowned sight by giving it no one point to rest on. 
The Guy who had come in her eye with her round the 
corner was first ttansfixed here, then there, then 
nowhere against the creeper--facelike seemings of 
faces, but never his, were everywhere on the chequer 
·;cif light-and-shade. Not yet, not yet was there quite 
no one--to be gone, a man must have been here! 
The tearing out of the center of the picture still 
left a quiver of edges torn--she stood in a stupor, 
some way down the path.. Then Fred CBllle back again 
through the door: he stared and said: ~'You~ there, 
then, after all?" 
"Why?" 
"I was looking for you." 
(H!!, p.. 158) 
It would be unfair to charge Miss Bowen with totally 
neglecting Lilia's inner conflicts. But their resolution 
is perfunctory. In a single, cryptic scene Lilia and Fred 
obliquely review their mistakes, apparently resolving to try 
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again. Is their conversation intended to convince the reader 
that, for Lilia, the "play and pull" of alternatives is 
resolved? Here is a character rivalling Antonia in complexity: 
·she must choose between living apart from Fred or shaking 
herself free from imagined resentments; she must understand 
Fred's d~fensive indifference tow~ds her; and she must end 
the cold war with Antonia. Most challenging of all, she 
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must abandon a deep-seated aversion--nourished by nostalgia 
for London and a grander style of living--for Ireland, to 
Clonmore, and to Montefort. Here are real obstacles which 
the author has tried to hurdle, not altogether eff~ctively, 
by the device of a single redeeming illusion. 
For Jane, too, a miracle is in the offing. At Shannon 
airport, in the midst of cranes and crowds, ticket windows 
and throbbing motors, a modern ~ ~ machina brings the 
story to a romantic, miraculous, close: Jane's illusion is 
so great that it shapes her earthly destiny. The ghostly 
writer of the faded letters is suddenly embod~ed in a young 
contemporary American, an airline passenge~ stepping fabulously 
to earth from the skies: 
• • • His glance ran over the thin crowd, as 
he slowed down past it, not so much expectantly as 
with a readiness to be expected, an eagerness to 
smile could he find cause. • e • $he wore the air 
of someone who cannot help knowing she must be recog-
nized; her not yet willing but lovely gaze rested, 
accordingly, upon nothing; or ·rather upon a point in 
the diminishing nothingness between him· and her. 
He swerved nearer the rail; crying "}lullo!" 
as though tQ somebody behind her •. There was, as 
she knew, no one. Their eyes met • 
They no sooner looked but they loved. 
. (!&, p. 244) 
To the student of Miss Bowen's technique, the value of 
her method of characterization in A World of Love lies in 
its departure from sq.fe and accepted principles. The 
brilliance of her impressionism has n9t faded. But 
A World of Love fails in its depiction of character to the 
very extent that it ignores the rational approach to motiva-
tion laid down in the "Notes." 
Scene. For the first time in Miss Bowen 1 s career she 
has refused to satirize her heroine's illusions e But the 
fruitles$ yearnings of Antonia and Lilia receive the full 
force of her condemnation. Throug~ the symbolic use of 
scene, she conveys their states of deranged sensibility. 
A heat wave long in progress nears its climax; the valley 
reels under drouth as a remorseless sun mounts each morning 
to fever pitch. Heads are giddy in the unaccustomed dazzle, 
bodies languid in this hypnotic Irish tropicality. The hot 
spell works on their minds to hold them fast in a dream. 
Only when the ghost of Guy is exorcised, can the Irish 
countryside d~ink rain again. 
Yet, for all these artful parallels between scene and 
sensibility, A World of Love must occupy a minor position 
among Miss Dowen's novels o Suffering apparently from the 
author's divided purpose, it occupies an anomalous position 
somewhei:~ between story ~~tabdrJ underdeveloped novel. In 
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the~, it lacks the philosophical weight of The House in Paris 
' 
and The Heat of the Day. And th~ugh it has pace, it sacrifices 
to mood and atmosphere the full exploration and development of 
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characte~ traditionally associated with the genre. 
Miss Bowen's recent shift. from the broad social 
commentary 6£ The Death of the Heart to a narrower concern 
with sensibility in The Heat of the Day and A World of Love 
has been ta~ cause for both regret and rejoicing among her . 
critics. One can scarcely reconcile the critical view that 
in A World of Love Miss Bowen's powers were "at ·their 
3 
sunnnit" with the less sanguine belief that she would have 
to "crown her achievement, not with these artifacts of 
sensibility, but with works more thoroughly involved in 
4 
reality." Or again, to say that she "makes us share the 
5 
[characters'] inner agitation" is flatly to contradict the 
impression that she lacks the 11 intensity of passion to justify 
6 
. the restraint of so much manner." 'Perhaps the relativity of 
such judgments is illustrated by the verdicts of two British 
reviewers; one considered A World of Love "an unfinished sketch," 
8 
and the other described its effect as "total." 
3A. S. Morris in New York Times Book Review, January 16, 
1955, p. 1. 
4Douglas Grant in Canadian Forum, XXXV (May, 1955), 47. 
5walter Havighurst in Saturday Review, January 15, 1955, 
p. 16. 
6Paul Pic;;kr,ell in Yale Review, XLIV {Spring, 1955), 480. 
7Maurice Richardson in New Statesman and Nation, March 5, 
1955, p. 332. 
7 
8Norman Shrapnel in Manchester Guardian, March s: 1955, p. 4. 
Such~ the unsettled state of Elizabeth Bowen's present 
crit~cal reputation. Whether her next novel will intensify 
the impressionistic fantasies of her last undert~king or 
return to the ~arlier manner is mere conjecture. Recently 
she has questioned the value of theoretical speculation on 
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the novel's form and technique. "It is a mistake," she writes 
in a preface to The Last September, "to think of The Novel 
in the abstract," and she alludes to the f1,1tility of 
critical formulae~ the intractability of rules. The novelist 
should not be unduly weighed upon, she feels, by "musts" and 
9 
"oughts." Yet one cannot resist making the observation that 
Miss Bowen's most distinguished novels are the result of a 
conscious craftsmanship in Which, acting on the principles 
of the "Notes," she has rigorously adapted an impressionistic, 
short-story vision to a more discursive, complex, and 
enduring genre. 
9 The Last September.(New York: Aifr.ed Knopf, 1952), pref. vi. 
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ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THIS WORK 
CI Collected Impressions 
'. 
ES Early Stories 
DH The Death of the Heart 
~ Friends and Relations 
H The Hotel 
HD The Heat of the Da~ 
HP The House in Paris 
LS The Last September 
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ABSTRACT 
The relationship of Elizabeth Bowen's critical theory to 
her practice has not yet received detailed treatment. Her 
essay "Notes on Writing a Novel" (1945), a comprehensive and 
revealing source of practical formulations on method, reveals 
her basic traditionalism and her striking individual qualities 
as well. It serves, furthermore, to bring her novels into 
relief and it .suggests tentative conclusions about her place 
in contemporary literature. 
Examined here in detail~are the eight main divisions of 
the essay: Plot, Characters, Scene, Dialogue, Visual Angle, 
Moral Angle, Advance, and Relevancee Of special importance 
in considering each of the eight novels are the following: 
under~' "the non-poetic statement of a poetic truth," 
"mystification as emphasis," "action of language," and "what-
is-to-be-said"; under Characters, "materialization," "unpre-
dictability and inevitability," and "diminution of alternatives"; 
under Scene, "the mood of the ''Now, 1 " "categoricalness," 
"staticness," and 11dramatic use"; and under Dialogue, "faked 
2 
realistic qualities" and "functional use." 
Four other narrative elements receive extended treatment 
in the "Notes 11 ; like the foregoing, they epit.omize the larger 
-body of Miss Bowen's long-term speculations on the craft of 
fiction. Visual Angle includes a close analysis of her 
postulates on _"right of ent_ry·," the "closed" character, and 
the film director's ~'authoritarianisme" The term Moral Angle 
is examined as it relates to the author's artistic ~etachment, 
or "freedom fiom pre-assumptions." Advance reveals a lifelong 
preoccupation with narrative pace and continuity; essential to 
an understanding of Miss Bowen's efforts to impart forward 
--
movement are five distinct concepts: "succeedingness," "the 
felt consequences of necessarily omitted events," "the. falsi-
fication of time," "the expenditure of the characters' paten-
, 
tialities," and '.''fresh presentation of scene .. " The concluding 
section of the "Notes," entitled Relevance, is a sunnnary of 
Miss Bowen's ideas on organic unity and of the inner consistency 
' of character, scene, dialogue, and imagery with 11plot." 
A close technical analysis of the eight novels in their 
chronological order indicates an increasingly ~i~ relation-
ship between Miss Bowen's theory and practice. In The Hotel 
(1927), The Last September (1929), and Friends and Relations 
(1931), structure is handicapped by imperfections in the moti-
3 
vat ion and development of character. Although the author's 
impressionism evident in an excessive concern for atmosphere 
and sensibility, fragmentizes the action, her third novel 
points to a solution of these difficulties. The fou~th 
novel, To The North, is more firmly constructed; for the 
first time motives are elaborated and continuity is controlled. 
The intricate symbolism of the novel's setting gives the action 
greater unity. 
In the "maJor" novels, The House in Paris (1935) and 
The Death of the Heart (1939), the rigorously controlled 
dramatic structure clearly indicates a closer adherence 
to tecqnical theory. Outer mystification and tension 
effectively mirror the heroine."'s inner conflicts in The House 
' 
in Paris, and atmosphere impinges directly on her moral 
dilennna. Here and in The Death of the Heart Miss Bowen 
develops her fulles~ characterizations. The effect of the 
latter novel is sharpened by skillful shifts in point of 
view, greater probability in linking action and character, 
and a meticulous relevance of setting to "poetic objective." 
Noteworthy, too, is the tonal balance between realistic 
satire and poetic tragedy. 
The Heat of the Day (1949) parallels a number of the 
technical formulations on mystification and tension, the 
expenditure of the characters' potentiality, and "freedom 
from pre-assumptions. 11 
Implicit in the form and content of the most recent 
novel A World of Love (1955) is Miss Bowen's disavowal of 
4 
her earlier themes and theories. Her gradual mastery of 
sustained action, complex characterization, and discursive form 
is suspended here. Severely circumscribed in plot, character, 
and scene, A World of Love is either an over-extended short 
story or an underdeveloped novel.. In it Miss Bowen abandons 
her characteristically detached irony and adopts an ardently 
romantic and elevated style intended to ,c·onv.ey the effect of 
resurrected love letters on the lives of three women. The 
result is a highly atmospheric succession of moods and an 
almost total absence of character development. Grandiose 
in conception but minor in its impressionistic treatment, 
A World of Love merely emphasizes the validity of those 
principles in the "Notes" which it ignores. 
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